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Charles Horton Cooley : An Introduction 

Charles Horton Cooley (born Aug. 17, 1864, 
Ann Arbor, Michigan, U.S. died May 8, 1929, 
Ann Arbor) was an American Sociologist. He 
studied and went on to teach economics and 
sociology at the University of Michigan, and 
he was a founding member and the eighth 
president of the American Sociological 
Association.  His major contributions in 
Sociology include, Theory on Transportation 
and the Shift to Sociology, Social 
Organisation, Social Process, Cooley and 
Social Subjectivity, The “Looking Glass Self”. 
He is perhaps most well known for his 
concept of the  ‘Looking Glass Self’  and same 
shall be discussed in this presentation. 

 
 



The “Looking Glass Self”: A Glimpse 

The concept says that a person's self grows out of society's 
interpersonal interactions and the perceptions of others. 
 

 
 

The concept of the "looking glass self" is undoubtedly his most 
famous, and is known and accepted by most psychologists and 
sociologists today. It expanded William James's idea of self to 
include the capacity of reflection on its own behaviour. Other 
people's views build, change and maintain our self-image; 
thus, there is an interaction between how we see ourselves 
and how others see us.  

Since the whole idea of the concept revolves around ‘Self’ so 
before  discussing the approach, it is important to understand 
the meaning of Self. 
 



Meaning of Self 

 
 

Since the whole idea of the concept revolves around ‘Self’ so 
before  discussing the approach, it is important to understand the 
meaning of Self. 
 
1. The self is an individual person as the object of his or her own 

reflective consciousness. The self has been studied extensively 
by philosophers and psychologists and is central to many world 
religions. 
 

2. The infant enters this world as a selfish little organism 
preoccupied with physical needs. It soon becomes a human 
being, with a set of attitudes, values, likes and dislikes etc. The 
initial creation of self takes place in the process of socialization. 
Whenever the individual takes on group values, some changes 
in him and his selfhood occurs. 
 



Cooley’s Assumption in “Looking Glass Self” 

 
 

Cooley used the phrase “Looking Glass Self” to emphasise that 
the self is a product of our social interactions with other 
people.  

He says , “As we see our face, figure 
and dress in the glass and are 
interested in them. In imagination, 
we perceive in another’s mind 
some thought of our appearance, 
manners, aims, deeds, character, 
friends and so on and are variously 
affected by it.” 
 



Three Elements of “Looking Glass Self” 
approach 

 
 

Looking Glass Self is composed of following three 
elements: 
1. What we think others see in us 
2. How we think they react to what they see. 
3. How we respond to the perceived reaction 

of others. 

According to this conception, people go through life constantly 
reacting to what they believe the judgements of other people to be.  
For instance, a person eating in a restaurant, who accidently knocks 
his plate off the table and food spills over him, he first observes 
himself from the view point of others in a room (a well dressed 
person with food over him).  Next he imagines himself as an object 
and imagines how others are evaluating his behaviour. Finally, he as a 
subject develops feelings and reactions to these imaginary 
evaluations and feels embarrassed.  



Crux 

 
 

1. The concept of self is developed through a gradual and 
complicated process  which continuous throughout life. 

2. The concept of a self is an image that one builds only with 
the help of others. 

3. A very ordinary child whose efforts are appreciated and 
rewarded will be rewarded will develop a feeling of 
acceptance and self confidence. 

4. On the contrary a truly brilliant child whose efforts are 
frequently defined as failures will usually become obsessed 
with feelings of incompetence and his/her abilities can be 
practically paralyzed. Thus a person’s, self image need not 
bear any relation to the objective facts. 

5. Self judgements depends largely, upon our perception of the 
judgements of others towards us. 

6. Therefore, self emerges and develops in continuous 
interaction with others. 



Critique 

 
 

1. Cooley’s notion of self being developed as per 
individual’s imagination of how others’ view 
him or her is charged of being incorrect 
because one can imagine others perceptions 
incorrectly.  For instance, if a little girl’s 
parents and peers evaluate her quite 
favourably, but  however, if she belives they 
do not, she is likely to develop defence 
mechanisms . 
 

2. On the contrary, people develop superiority 
complex , who systematically perceive the 
reactions of other over favourable for them.  
 

3. These perceptions are charged of being 
distorted. 




