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Primary Groups

Charles Horton Cooley

CONTEMPORARY

CROSS-CULTURAL

Charles Horton Cooley argues that human nature is a social nature and is clearly
expressed in group life. Cooley describes primary groups as “spheres of intimate associ-

ation and cooperation” that are vital to the process of socialization.

f By primary groups I mean those characterized by
intimate face-to-face association and coopera-
tion. They are primary in several senses, but
chiefly in that they are fundamental in forming

the social nature and ideals of the individual. The
# result of intimate association, psychologically, is
a certain fusion of individualities in a common
whole, so that one’s very self, for many purposes
at least, is the common life and purpose of the
group. Perhaps the simplest way of describing

mvolves the sort of sym-
pathy and mutual identifi-
cation for which “we” is
the natural expression.
One lives in the feeling of
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Source: From Social Organiza-
tion: A Study of the Larger Mind
by Charles Horton Cooley (New
York: Schocken Books, a sub-
sidiary of Pantheon Books, 1962;
orig. 1909), pp. 23-31. Reprinted
with permission.

this wholeness is by saying that it is a “we”; it

{the whole and finds the chief aims of his will in

that feeling.

r I is not to be supposed that the unity of the
primary group is one of mere harmony and love.
It is always a differentiated and usually a compet-
itive unity, admitting of self-assertion and various
appropriative passions; but these passions are
socialized by sympathy, and come, or tend to
come, under the discipline of a common spirit.
The individual will be ambitious, but the chief
object of his ambition will be some desired place

in the thought of the others,
and he will feel allegiance
to common standards of
service and fair play. So the
boy will dispute with his
fellows a place on the team,
but above such disputes will
place the common glory of
his class and school.

spheres of this intimate as-
sociation and coopera-

S— The most impgortant
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