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Abstract

Social identity and self-categorization theories provide a distinctive perspective on the 
relationship between the self and the collective. They assume that individuals can and do act as 
both individual persons and social groups and that, since both individuals and social groups 
exist objectively, both personal and social categorical self-categorizations provide valid 
representations of self in differing social contexts. As social psychological theories of 
collective behaviour, they take for granted that they cannot provide a complete explanation of 
the concrete social realities of collective life. They define their task as providing an analysis of 
the psychological processes that interact with and make possible the distinctive "group facts" of 
social life. From the early 1970s, beginning with Tajfel's research on social categorization and 
intergroup discrimination, social identity theory has explored the links between the self- 
evaluative aspects of social'identity and intergroup conflict. Self-categorization theory, 
emerging from social identity research in the late 1970s, made a basic distinction between 
personal and social identity as differing levels of inclusiveness in self-categorization and sought 
to show how the emergent, higher-order properties of group processes could be explained in 
terms of a functional shift in self-perception from personal to social identity. It suggested that 
the basic capacity of people to engage in collective behaviour (group formation, social 
influence, social stereotyping etc.) is related to the essential character of the self-process. The 
collective does not merely impinge on , influence or modify the psychologically real individual 
as a set of external social forces, but is as much an authentic expression of the self as is the 
individual behaviour we describe in terms of personality or individual differences.

Latterly, our research has sought to elucidate how social relationships and the social context 
lead to variation in the social categorizadon of self and others. The guiding theme is rh:;t self- 
categorizing is inherently variable, fluid and context-dependent, since self-categories are social- 

comparative and always reladve to a frame of reference. This notion has major implications for 
accepted ways of thinking about the relationship between the self and the social context. In one 
sense the self may be regarded as the psychological vehicle by which the collective shapes the 
cognitive functioning of the individual in terms of his or her changing social relationships and 
group memberships. The present paper will describe some of this more recent research and 
discuss these implications.
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What is the nature of the relationship between the self and the collective (from a social 
psychological point of view)? Two theories have been dealing with this issue in related but 
different ways for 20 years: social identity theory (e.g., Tajfel and T urner, 1986) and self
categorization theory (Turner, 1985; Turner et al„ 1987). In this paper, we want to tty to 
explain how our normal picture of the self and its role in cognition and social interaction change 
if we take into account its relationship to collective phenomena. We will do this by making 
use of self-categorization theory, within which we believe are included the major insights of 
social identity theory relevant to this aim.

Firstly, we can ask: Is there a collective self? We do not mean a public self in the sense of 
one perceived by others, nor just some kind of self with social aspects derived from or 
perceived by social collectivities, but is there a collective self from a subjective, even private, 
point of view, as opposed to something which is inherently personal, unique and individual? 
Self-categorization theory asserts unambigously that there is, that we need to distinguish 
between personal and social identity as two differing levels of self-categorization which are 
equally valid and authentic expressions of the psychological process of self. Personal identity 
refers to self-categories which define the individual as a unique person in terms of their 

individual differences from other (ingroup) persons. Social identity refers to social 
categorizations of self and others, self-categories which define the individual in terms of his or 
her shared similarities with members of certain social categories in contrast to other social 
categories. Social identity refers to the social categorical self (e.g., "us" versus "them", 
ingroup versus outgroup, us women, men, whites, blacks, etc.). It is not an attribute or 
element of personal identity, but is functionally opposed to personal identity; it is a more 
inclusive level of self-perception in the sense that the category "furniture" is more inclusive 
man "tabie" (Rosen, i 978/. Tne theory says that when we think of and perceive ourselves as 
"we" and ”us" as opposed to "I" and "me", this is ordinary and normal self-experience in 
which the self is defined in terms of others who exist outside of the individual person doing the 
experiencing and therefore cannot be reduced to purely personal identity. At certain times the 

subjective self is defined and experienced as identical, equivalent, similar to, or interchangeable 
with, a social class of people in contrast to some other class. Psychologically, the social 
collectivity becomes self (Turner and Oakes, 1986).

The theory is concerned with variation in how people categorize themselves, in the 
antecedent conditions of such variation and its effects. In particular, when do we categorize 
ourselves more as social groups and less as individual persons, in terms of social identity 
rather than personal identity (we actually assume a continuum, see Turner and Oakes, 1989)? 
What determines the salient level of inclusiveness of self-categorization? Self-categorization 
theory was developed as a theory of group behaviour. Its key idea and central hypothesis was 
that as shared social identity becomes salient, individual self-perception tends to become
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depersonalized. That is, individuals tend to define and see themselves less as differing 
individual persons and more as the interchangeable representatives of some shared social 
category membership. For example, when an individual man tends to categorize himself as a 
man in contrast to women, then he (really "we") tends to accentuate subjectively his similarities 
to other men (and reduce his idiosyncratic personal differences from other men) and enhance 
perceptually his stereotypical differences from women (Hogg and Turner, 1987). His self 
changes in level and content and his self-perception and behaviour becomes depersonalized. 
Depersonalization of the self is the subjective stereotyping of the self in terms of the relevant 
social categorization.

Much if not most of our research over the last decade or more has been directed at 
explaining and showing how depersonalization produces a qualitative transformation of 
individual behaviour from the interpersonal to the intergroup level, and how this transformation 
produces the higher-order, emergent processes of group behaviour (in the areas of group 

formation and cohesiveness, social cooperation and competition, and social influence, 
especially group polarization and minority influence; see Turner, 1991; Turner and Oakes, 
1986, 1989; Turner et al., 1987). We tried to show that the hypothesis of the social categorical 
or collective self was necessary to provide a satisfactory and heuristic explanation of the major 
group phenomena and that traditional theories assuming a dominant role for personal self- 
interest had reached the end of their useful life.

Where does the distinction between personal and social identity come from? Why is it that 

sometimes we define ourselves as social groups and at other times as separate persons? What 
determines this variation in the level of self-categorization? We do not think  that there is 
anything odd, special or aberrant about the collective self. We suppose that variation in self
categorization is normal and ordinary and that the collective self arises as part of this normal 
variation and as a result of the general processes that govern it. Following Bruner. Tajfel and 
Rosch, we explain variation in self-categorization as a function of an interaction between the 
relative accessibility of a particular self-category (or "perceiver readiness", the readiness of a 
perceiver to use a particular categorization) and the fit between category specifications and the 
stimulus reality to be represented (the match between category meaning and reality).

Relative accessibility reflects a person's past experience, present expectations and current 
motives, values, goals and needs. Generally, it reflects the active selectivity of the perceiver in 
being ready to use categories which are relevant, useful and likely to be confirmed by the 
evidence of reality.

Fit has two aspects (Oakes, 1987; Oakes et al., 1991): comparative fit and normative fit. 
Comparative fit is defined by the principle of meta-contrast (Turner, 1985), which states that a 
collection of stimuli is more likely to be categorized as an entity (a higher-order unit) to the
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degree that the average differences perceived between them are less than the average differences 
perceived between them and the remaining stimuli which comprise the frame of reference. 
Stated in this form, the principle defines fit in terms of the emergence of a focal category 
against a contrasting background. It can also be used to define fit for the salience of a 
dichotomous classification: for example, any collection of people will tend to be categorized 
into distinct groups to the degree that average intragroup differences are less than average 
intergroup differences w ithin the relevant comparative context.

Normative fit refers to the content aspect of the match between category specifications and 
the instances being represented. For example, to categorize a group of people as Catholics as 
opposed to Protestants, they must not only differ (in attitudes, actions, etc.) from Protestants 
more than from each other (comparative fit), but must also do so in the right direction on 
specific content dimensions of comparison. Their similarities and differences must be 
consistent with our normative beliefs about the substantive social meaning of the social 
category.

We assume that the interaction between perceiver readiness and fit is a general process at 
work in categorization, not merely one that applies to social and self-categorization. In our 
work, however, we have been primarily concerned with the role of fit in determining the 
salience of social categorizations of self. Three studies that illustrate what we mean by the 
meta-contrast principle in relation to social categorization are described in Oakes et al. (1991) 
and Hogg and Turner (1987).

Oakes et al (1991) show in two studies how the social categorization of people into males 
and females and Arts and Science university students is determined by comparative and 
normative f it It is where men and women or .Arts and Science students disagree between 
social groups but agree within social groups in a direction consistent with observers’ 
stereotypes of their beliefs that they are socially categorized as such, but not otherwise. T here 
must be a correlation (Tajfel, 1969) between the intragroup and intergroup differences 
observed between interactors and the relevant social categorization before they will be 
perceived in terms of their shared social identity as men or women. Arts or Science students. 
Thus, collective conflict, in particular, is a powerful determinant of social categorization.
Hogg and Turner (1987) show how males and females define and stereotype themselves more 
as males or females when they make intergroup rather than intragroup comparisons.
Intergroup comparisons focus on the perceived differences between men and women compared 
to intra-sex differences, whereas intragroup comparisons focus on the larger perceived 
differences between personal self and other men relative to intra-personal differences (for men) 
and between personal self and other women relative to intra-personal differences (for women).
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T he fit hypothesis makes several predictions about how self-categorization will vary witli 
the social context of comparison. By the "social context" we mean the relevant frame of 
reference w ithin which the self is defined for any given judgement (own and others' positions 
on some dimension, the similarities and differences between them and in relation to others 
comprising the comparative background). The meta-contrast principle is explicit that 
categorizing is inherently comparative and hence is intrinsically variable, fluid and relative to a 
frame of reference. It is always context-dependent. Self-categories do not reflect (fit) fixed, 
absolute properties of the perceiver, but relative, varying, context-dependent properties. Three 
important forms of this variation illustrate the relationship between self-categorization and the 

social context.

1. W hat determines the level of self-categorization, whether any give individual other will 
be categorized as similar to self and assimilated to own position or different from self and 
contrasted away from own position, as like us or different from me?

One idea is that self-categorization tends to become more inclusive, as the extent of the 
comparative context is increased, i.e., as others who are more different from self and original 
others are included within the frame of reference so that new perceived differences between 
"us" and "them" are larger than prior perceived differences between "me" and "you". As more 
different others are included within the frame of reference, self and prior others are re
categorized as self at a higher level of inclusiveness in contrast to the new others. This general 
point about the level of self-categorization is shown in studies by Haslam and Turner (in 
press), Wilder and Thompson (1988) and Gaertner et al. (1989).

The earlier point that social identity tends to become salient in intergroup contexts and 
personal in ’ntrniirolid  contexts 1M on 2nd Ouk-̂ .s £t til.. !99!  ̂ is 11

special case of the generai prediction - for which there is aiso much implicit evidence in the 
classic intergroup literature (see Sherif. 1967; Turner, 1981). So too is the outgroup 
homogeneity effect and evidence that minorities tend to be perceptually more salient than 
majorities (Mullen. 1991). We have shown that relative ingroup homogeneity can be obtained 
where intergroup comparisons are made in relation to ingroup members (Haslam et al., 1992a) 
and that the greater perceived entitavity of minorities can be systematically related to their 
decreasing mean intra-category differences and increasing mean inter-category differences 
within an intergroup context (McGarty et al., 1992a).

As well as the extent of the comparative context and the number of group members being 
compared within any given context, another important derivation of meta-contrast is the effect 
of the relative position of self and others. Self and others who arc extreme rather than 
moderate within a social context are more likely to be categorized as a unitary ingroup self
category (Haslam and Turner, 1992). Haslam and Turner ( 1992) have been able to duplicate
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(both theoretically and empirically) the classic judgemental differences between extremists and 
moderates in these terms (Sherif and Hovland, 1961). T he comparative differences between 
own and others' positions which exist for extremists predict that they will tend to categorize 
people into us and them more sharply and polarize in their judgements more than moderates 
(seeing the world as more black and white than grey, and more black than white). We have 
also been able to reverse the classic pattern under certain conditions - getting extremists to 
assimilate more than moderates and moderates to polarize and contrast more than extremists - 
by varying their relationship to the majority of others within the context as prescribed by the 
meta-contrast principle.

The meta-contrast principle of comparative fit can predict the effects of extent of 
comparative context, intergroup versus intragroup comparisons, minority versus majority 
status, and relative extremity of own and others' position in increasing the level of 
inclusiveness of self-categorization so that others categorized as different and contrasted away 
from self at a lower level are re-categorized as self and assimilated towards self at the more 
inclusive level. Fundamentally, it is where intergroup differences tend to be perceived as larger 
than inttagroup differences that we tend to categorize self as "we" instead of "1" and see the 
included other(s) as similar instead of different.

2. Which specific self-category tends to become salient at any given level? Self-categories 
must match the relations between self and others in terms of normative fit, content. Oakes et 
al. (1991) showed that the Arts/Science social categorization was only used to define a target 
person as a typical Arts student where her attitudes were in line with subjects' stereotype of 
what Arts students thought on the issue. We know what particular social categories are like or 
are supposed to be like and we employ social categorizations that are consistent with our 

background knowledge and theories tcf Murphy and Medin, ly«5j.

But it is not only that categorizations must match in terms of the specific content 
dimensions of comparison; it is also true that the meaning of the salient social categorization 
will vary to reflect die content of the diagnostic differences between groups in specific 
contexts. The content of categories is selectively varied to match what is being represented in 
terms of our background theories and knowledge. Directional differences are observed on 
specific content dimensions, and we selectively construct a meaningfully matching category. It 
is not a fixed category content being applied, the category content is being selectively defined 
by what it best represents. There is no one-to-one correspondence between the long-term 
knowledge we have about what different kinds of people are like and the actual social category 
which is constructed to represent them in a given setting.

Examples are provided by our studies of stereotyping and outgroup homogeneity. The 
"Iraq" study (Haslam et al., 1992b) showed that the content of the stereotype of Americans
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(what Americans are like) varied significantly from the beginning to the end of the Gulf War 

and w ith the groups comprising the frame of reference. For example, compared to the Soviet 
Union at this time, Americans were seen as aggressive; compared to Iraq, they were seen as 
less aggressive. At another time, compared to another group, being American meant 
something else. In the homogeneity study (Haslam et al„ 1992a), Australians judged on their 
own (by Australians) are seen as happy-go-lucky, straightforward and sportsmanlike; judged 
in the context of Americans (where ingroup homogeneity increases), they are seen as even 
more sportsmanlike but less happy-go-lucky, and a new trait also makes its appearance, 
pleasure-loving .

Comparative and normative fit are inseparable. A fitting category must optimize meta
contrast on the right dimensions and the differences which optimize such contrast selectively 
define category content. Self-categories are selected and constructed to represent meaningfully 
the observed relations between self and others on specific content dimensions in terms of 
people's background knowledge and theories and also vary in content as a function of these 
represented relations. The content of a self-category is not a fixed set of attributes applied in an 
all or none manner, but is shaped selectively by the context of its application (this was also true 

in Oakes et al., 1991).

3 . The internal (graded) structure of the relative prototypicality of members of self
categories varies with the context within which the category is defined. Categories are not 
defined by a fixed prototype (nor a fixed set of exemplars), but vary in the relative 
prototypicality of their members as a function of context. This follows from and can be easily 
demonstrated by means of the meta-contrast principle (Turner and Oakes, 1986, 1989; 
McGarty et al., 1992b). What the typical "psychologist" is like will vary with the ingroup and 
outgroup members compared in any setting. Change tne outgroup ana tne most prototypical 
psychologist (defined in terms of the meta-contrast between his or her average difference from 
outgroup members divided by his or her average difference from ingroup members) will 
change. We have applied this analysis to the explanation of group polarization (the tendency of 
group discussion to extremitize members' attitudes, beliefs, etc. in the direction to which they 
were already tending) - in fact the analysis was developed precisely to make sense of this kind 
of group process (Turner, 1991; Turner et a l, 1987). It can be shown that as a group becomes 
more extreme in an intergroup context, its more extreme members will gain in relative 
prototypicality over more moderate members. Thus the member who best defines what the 
group has in common (its consensual, normative position) will become more extreme than the 
mean position of members as the group tends to differ in one direction from other groups in the 
context. Group polarization (which we define as conformity to a polarized ingroup norm) is a 
product of asymmetrical intergroup comparisons. It occurs because people are conforming to 
what they have in common as m gm up im. atmmtsz. it* other groups (ie., an emergent category
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property) and not merely to the position w hich minimizes individual differences between group 
members. There is a growing body of data supporting this analysis (Abrams el al., 1990; 
Abrams and Hogg, 1990; Doise, 1969; Hogg et al., 1990; McGarty el al., 1992b; Mackie, 
1986; Mackie and Cooper, 1984; Spears et al., 1990; Turner and Oakes, 1989; Turner et al., 

1989; van Knippenberg and Wilke, 1988; Wetherell, 1987).

One reason the meaning of a self-category varies with context is that its internal structure, 
the representativeness of members, naturally varies with the comparative context. As more 
extreme members become more representative, so the judgement of the category as a whole 
will change. Self-categories and ingroups can be defined and polarize in diametrically opposite 
ways on different occasions. They can have opposite meanings depending on context. This is 
not superficial, inauthentic change, but reflects the fact that category identity is derived from the 
context with which it is contrasted and hence varies with context.

In this section, we have tried to make the point that level and form of self-categorization, 
content of self-category and the internal structure of self-categories all vary with the 
relationship between self (and included others) and social context. What I and another may 
think may be the same and not change and yet the other may be seen as self or not self, similar 
or different in substantive attributes, and more or less representative of what we have in 
common or of what separates us, solely as a function of changes in our relationships to 
background others. Self-categorization is inherently variable in order to fit our changing 
relationships to others.

What is the self doing in these examples? What is it doing for the perceiver? If self
categorization is comparative, inherently variable, fluid and context-dependent, then the
inference is that the self is not a relatively fixed mental structure, as the dominant view would 
have it. but the expression of a dynamic process of social judgement (Turner. iy tsy i.
The particular self-categories that emerge in different contexts are the variable products of this 
judgemental process. There are several inferences to be made:

1. The variability in self-categorization is not arbitrary or chaotic but is systematic and 
lawfully related to variation in social contexts. There is a method, a general principle at work 
(the fit hypothesis).

2. Self-categories are social definitions of the individual; they represent the perceiver in 
social terms, in terms of social relationships of similarities and differences to others in relation 
to a social context. We can say that self-categories are social representations of the individual- 
in-context in that they change with the context, not just with attributes of the individual. They 
are not representations of enduring individual attributes somehow adjusted for or displaced by 
context. In fact, it is more accurate to say that they are social contextual definitions of the



perceiver, definitions of the individual in terms of his or her (and others') contextual 
properties. The meaning and form of the self-category derives from the relationship of the 
perceiver to the social context. The perceiver gains identity from being placed in context.

3. Self-categories are veridical in that their variation is systematically related to changes in 
social reality. The variability of self-categorization is not a sign of the tine identity of the 
person being distorted by external circumstances. On the contrary, variability is necessary if 
self-perception is to be veridical, accurate and useful, if it is to get right the changing contextual 
properties of people. Identity varies in order to represent the perceiver's changing relationship 
to reality.

We can speculate that self-categories are the variable products of an active, constructive 
process of veridical social judgement in which the perceiver is defined in terms of his or her 
changing relationships to others within the frame of reference, presumably to enable the 
individual to regulate him- or herself in relation to an ever-changing social reality. They are 
selective in reflecting perceiver readiness as well as matching stimulus characteristics and 
embody long-term knowledge, beliefs and theories about category meanings. They are 
veridical in the sense that they are selected and constructed to match reality.

This point about veridicality is important because there is a long tradition in social 
psychology which equates the social identity level of self-categorization with social prejudice 
and cognitive distortion. Research on social stereotyping tends to take for granted - and has 
done so for 70 years with only 2 or 3 exceptions (Asch, Sherif, and maybe Vinacke) - that 
stereotyping is over-simplification, over-generalization, seeing people as more similar within 
groups and more different between groups than they really are, cognitive error in the service of 
of social, motivational and cognitive needs. Social stereotyping, however, from a cognitive 
point of view, is only (as G. W. Aliport and Tajfel pointed out) the perceptual accentuation of 
intra-category similarities and inter-category differences as a result of the salience of ingroup- 

outgroup categorizations of self and others. It is the perceptual effect of the social identity level 
of self-categorization. If the traditional perspective were accepted, then self-categorization 
theory would imply that group formation and group processes were founded on a cognitive 
distortion of self, perceiving self as more similar to ingroup others than we really are and more 
different from outgroup others than we really are, since the theory explains group processes as 
based on the depersonalization of self. We find this is an unpalatable and implausible 
inference.

But is n't it so? Surely when, solely as a function of context, as in the Haslam and Turner 
(in press) studies, another person who differs from own position by some constant amount is 
categorized as similar and assimilated in one extended context and as different and contrasted in 
another restricted context, this must be distortion? Own position has not changed, other's



position has not changed and yet the relevant including or excluding self-category does change, 
resulting in differential perception of the target other. This example points out the error of 
interpretation normally made. The "distortion" only appears as such if we begin with the 
assumption that self-categories reflect enduring, fixed, absolute properties of the perceived, bul 
this is mythical - all perception is relative; all perception reflects categorization, and 
categorization we have argued is intrinsically comparative and relational. When one changes 
the context of comparison, then by definition the relationship of the self and target individual to 
the context must change. The social contextual, relational, comparative properties of the self 
and other must therefore change, and it is this relative reality that self-categories embody, the 
relationship of the people to the context. It is not tine then that social and self-categorization 
vary independently of reality - which would indeed be distortion. In our research we never 
find that self-categories vary without some corresponding, lawful change in the self, other or 
context.

From the perspective of self-categorization theory stereotyping is not cognitive distortion or 
error. We take it for granted that social groups and collective relationships exist as much as do 
individual personalities and individual differences. There is a distinctive aspect of reality which 
social categorizations of self and others fit and that is the reality of the group. We act as social 
groups in some contexts and as individual persons in others. We can and do do both. The fit 
hypothesis that governs the salience of self-categorizations applies at both the personal and 
group level. Moreover, that principle (of meta-contrast) is rational, reasonable and directed at 
representing the reality of our social relationships in a sensible way. It is no more a distortion 
to see people in terms of their social identity than in terms of their personal identity - both are 
products of the same general categorization processes. It is not true that individual differences 
are real but that social similarities are fictions. It is a purely ideological assumption to say that 
one level of self-categorization is inherently more real than another (it is the individualistic 
thesis of F. H. Allport. 1924; see Asch, 1952. for a refutation).

We argue (Oakes and Turner, 1990; Oakes et al., in preparation) that social categorizations 
of self and others fit aspects of reality as do other self-categorizations, that (1) there is a group 
reality for them to fit, that (2) ingroup-outgroup categorizations become salient appropriately, 
as a function of a principle directed at the veridical perception of both personal and collective 
relationships, and (3) that the perceptual accentuation effects of ingroup-outgroup 
categorization reflect the rational selectivity of perception in which it is more appropriate see 
people in some contexts at the level of social category identity than at the level of personal 
identity. What is important is that we vary the category identity of self and others to reflect 
their comparative relationships with others. Moreover we do not impose a fixed mental image, 
but construct the ingroup-outgroup category meaningfully to explain, describe and justify 
intergroup relations (Tajfel, 1981). Never to see people as social categories would be getting it



wrong just as much as never to see them as individuals. The suggestion is that we do both and 
that the principle that governs the variation between levels is a reasonable one.

This is only the cognitive part of the story, however, when it comes to the validity of 
stereotyping. It is clear that stereotypes serve political and ideological functions and that we 
reject and condemm some stereotypes at the same time as we advance our own (Turner et al.,
1991). W e are not saying that all stereotypes are valid. This is patently untrue. We are saying 
that when they are wrong, it is not because of cognitive or psychological deficit, or because 
there is something inherently wrong with the process of ingroup-outgroup categorization.
These issues to do with the validity of the political and ideological content of stereotypes are 
not simple and will be discussed elsewhere (Oakes et al., in preparation; Turner et al., 1991).

To return to our main theme, what view of the self and its relationship to the collective 
emerges from our discussion?

1. The collective self reflects group and collective realities. It arises because group 
relationships exist socially and psychologically and therefore it is necessary and reasonable to 
define oneself in terms of them. We are defined by both intergroup and intragroup relations 
and in some contexts intergroup relations are more important. The personal self is not more 
real, basic or authentic than the collective self. They both arise from the same general 
processes and are aspects of the normal variation of the self, a variation built into its function.

2. The transformation of the self embodied in depersonalization not only reflects group 
relationships but is hypothesized to be the underlying psychological process which makes 
group behaviour possible (Turner, 1985; Turner and Oakes, 1989). There is a mutual 
interdependence and interaction betweeen the psychological processes of self-categorization 
and the social realities of collective life (Turner and Oakes, 1986, 1989; Turner et al., 1987). 
Self-categorization theory argues that, and tries to explain how, shared social identity gives rise 
to the emergent, higher-order, psychologically special processes of group life. That is, how 
human individuals are able to act as other than and more than just individual persons, how 
group cohesion is possible not based on interpersonal attraction, how cooperation for collective 
self-interest can replace competition for personal self-interest, and how social influence within 
groups and the formation of social norms depend upon the perceived interchangeability of self 
and ingroup others responding to the same stimulus situation. Easily the most work along 
these lines has been done in the field of social influence, in relation to conformity, group 
polarization, and minority influence (see Turner, 1991).

In my recent detailed review of social influence research (Turner, 1991), we have argued 
that it is the depersonalization of the self which makes it possible to negotiate perceived reality 
collectively (Moscovici, 1976), to produce socially validated knowledge, shared beliefs about

1 2



w ays of perceiving, thinking and doing which we assume to be appropriate in terms of the 
demands of objective reality. The issues and research are complex and cannot be easily 
summarized, but a central point which emerges is that physical reality testing (which is really 
direct individual perceptual, cognitive and behavioural testing) and social reality testing 
(consensual validation, seeking the agreement of ingroup others) are not alternatives, as 
Festinger (1950) suggested, but are interdependent and mutually complementary phases or 
aspects of achieving valid social cognition. Individual perception and cognition rests upon 
socially validated knowledge, theories, methods and categories just as the informational power 
of consensual validation depends upon the recipients' assumption that individuals have 
independently tested the views they are exchanging. Social reality testing is a basic extension 
of human cognitive activity and competence. It is not true that human information processing 
is individual, private, asocial and non-normative - this is a superficially convenient but 
misleading fiction of modem psychology. The facts of social influence as studied by social 
psychologists for 70 or more years are witness to how individual cognitive activity is 
qualitatively transformed into an emergent group process by the functioning of the collective 
self. The knowledge, theories, understandings embodied in the meanings of categories, 
schemata, cognitive structures (including self-categories and self-schemata) are collectively 
produced and validated. Categories are not only cognitive structures, they are also implicit 
social norms (McGarty and Turner, in press; McGarty et al., in press).

We suggest that the way we think about people and things, the way we categorize them, 
and the meaning of the categories we employ vary with judgements from others that we accept 
or reject and that acceptance or rejection, agreement or disagreement, is a function of context- 
dependent self-categorization. The same information may be accepted or rejected by the same 
kind of people in different social contexts depending on how they categorize self and others at 
the time (Wetherell, 1987). We have shown this in group polarization studies where groups 
may polarize in opposite directions in different intergroup contexts, agreeing, for example, to 

be "risky" in the context of a cautious outgroup and "cautious" in the context of a risky 
outgroup. The group norm, which specifies the correct judgement, will vary, becoming more 
or less extreme, as a function of the relationship of the ingroup to the social context (McGarty 
et al., 1992b).

Similarly, in minority conversion studies, where subjects may be influenced by a minority 
to extend their private category "green" to include degrees of "blue" (as in Moscovici and Lage,
1976), David and Turner (1992) have shown in a series of experiments that this kind of 
indirect influence from a minority to change one's private categories depends on the minority 
being categorized as ingroup rather than outgroup, which in turn varies with whether the social 
context is intergroup or intragroup. Minorities, we argue, tend to have indirect (private, long
term, general) influence rather than direct (public, temporary, limited) influence, because they
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are categorized at a subordinate level as different from self in the immediate intragroup context 
of disagreement, but as similar to self at the higher group level in the w ider context of societal 
outgroups. In the party room we reject the factional minority's views as wrong, but outside, 
later, facing our common enemies, we begin to embrace them.

What we call private acceptance or conversion or informational influence can easily be 
called private category change. We have known since Sherif and Hovland and have confirmed 
it within the present framework (Haslam and Turner, 1992; McGarty and Turner, in press) that 
categorization-accentuation effects, reflecting the functioning of a cognitive process of 
categorizing (Tajfel and Wilkes, 1963), vary with own position and self-categorization. The 
group polarization and minority influence studies demonstrate that own position and ingroup- 
outgroup categorization vaiy with the context within which self is defined. Categorical 
judgements are norms implicit in social identity and therefore are subject to the same variability 
as self-categorization. Who one is directly affects the normative categories employed to 
represent the world.

3. Putting these points together, a different view of self emerges from that currently 
dominant (Turner, 1988, 1989). The self is not a fixed mental structure but an active process 
of social judgement producing variable self-categories which represent the individual in terms 
of his or her social contextual properties. We should not think of self-perception or self
definition as the activation of pre-formed, already stored self-concepts (whose meaning is 
defined prior to their activation), but as a flexible, constructive process of judgement and 
meaningful inference in which varying self-categories are created to fit the perceiver's 
relationship to social reality. The varing self-concepts reflect the varying outcomes of this 
dynamic process.

Wre doubt whether the idea of self as a relatively fixed mental structure is meaningful or 
necessary. If self-categories are contextual definitions of the individual, how can they be 
stored prior to their use? How can they be stored as pre-formed givens independent of the 
context in which they are used? Social contexts are infinitely variable, as are our relationships 
to them, yet we are never at a loss for an appropriate self-definition. If a stored set of self- 
concepts is adjusted in some way for new contexts, then theoretically what is needed is an 
explanation of how the adjustment occurs, a principle of the generation of the concepts used, 
and once we have one (as in the fit hypothesis, for example), it is not clear tiiat the notion of 
prior-concepts-waiting-to-be-activated plays any further heuristic or explanatory role.

The concept of self as relatively fixed, bounded mental structure does not seem necessary 
since we can assume that all and any cognitive resources, including long-term knowledge, 
theories etc., are recruited, used, and deployed as and when necessary to create the needed 
self-category. Rather than a distinction between the activated self and the stored, inactive self.
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it is possible to think of the self as the product of the cognitive .system at work, as a functional 
property of the cognitive system as a whole. What defines a self-concept as a self-concept may 
not be the way it is stored or organized in mental structure, but the use to which it is put, the 
function it is serving, the object it is defining (i.e., that it is being used reflexivelv to define the 
perceiver). It is not that cognitive structures are not involved but that what defines a structure 
as self-defining may not be where it is stored or how it is organized. We can suppose we 
deploy cognitive resources appropriately, flexibly to categorize self as and when appropriate.
When and if a concept is used to define the individual who is doing the defining, i.e., 
reflexively, it is a self-concept; if n o t, then it is not a self-concept. The notion of a separate, 
bounded, relatively enduring system of interrelated self-concepts in a particular "place" in the 
cognitive system may not be needed to distinguish between self- and not-self- concepts - it can 

probably be done functionally.

What functions does this variability of self-categorization serve? The general answer has 
already been noted. Presumably it allows adaptive self-regulation in terms of one's changing 
relationship to social reality. It provides people with behavioural and psychological flexibility 
in that we are able to act both as individual persons and collectively (as more than individual 
persons). As self-categorization theory has specified, it makes possible the emergent 
psychological processes and properties of group behaviour.

The variability and context-dependence of self also implies cognitive flexibility. We 
suggest that the variable self functions as the mechanism whereby social realities are translated 
into "cognitive choice". We mean by "cognitive choice" the selection, construction, 
deployment and co-ordination of relevant, useful, collectively validated knowledge to create the 
cognitive structure, category, schema, to represent the stimulus situation being experienced.
Firstly, the variability of self affects directly the relevance of stimuli to the perceiver; it affects 
the dominant goals, motives, beliefs, expectations, values and so on in the situation. It 
therefore controls perceiver readiness to use certain categories, employ certain knowledge or to 
believe in certain theories. It is worth repeating: what one believes varies with self
categorization and hence is context-dependent. This is not superficiality or hypocrisy or 
compliance; it is a function of how the self works and that the subjective validity of knowledge 
is relative to self (Turner, 1991). Secondly, the variable self specifies the normative 
background of knowledge, theories and beliefs about the social and physical world that it is 
appropriate for perceivers to share and apply in different situations. That is, as the group self 
varies, so do the norms which control the content aspect of category creation. Thirdly, the 
collective self functions to constrain the similarities and differences perceived between stimulus 
entities. It affects directly whether relational stimulus properties are seen as similarities or 
differences, and therefore are to be grouped or separated, through defining the judgements of 
others as agreement or disagreement. It tells the perceiver that the judgement of an ingroup
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other about an object is an agreement and that therefore the object is to be defined in terms of 
this "similarity" of attributes. Or, the opposite, that the judgement of a contrasting outgroup 
other is a disagreement and defines a "difference", to be resolved by some other kind of 
categorizing.

To conclude, the readiness to create particular categories, the background knowledge used 
to give them form and meaning and the tendency to consttue certain stimulus properties as 
sharing identity or not on the basis of agreement or disagreement, all vary with the context- 
dependent self. Perception reflects the cognitive structures created to represent the stimulus 
world. These structures are actively created through processes anchored in the varying self and 
the variable self expresses the relationship of the individual to the social context. The collective 
self is therefore a mechanism for the social determination of cognition, for translating variation 
in one's "social place" into relevant "cognitive choice". Cognition not only reflects the 
stimulus array to be represented but also always the social context within which it takes place. 
All cognitive activity has, depends upon, a collective dimension via the collective self. The fact 
of self makes the study of cognition necessarily social psychology. All cognition is social 
cognition, from the perspective of the mechanisms of cognition, whether or not it is people or 
objects that are perceived.
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