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Social Identities


Social identity is the part of one's self-concept based on group membership that important to that person such as family, colleges attended, fraternities or sororities joined, nationality, sports in which they are involved, just to name a few possibilities. A person's social identity is what sets them apart and makes them unique in the way they categorize themselves and feel about themselves on a personal level. There are many different ways people can identify themselves based on group membership. Often members of the same group may use different factors in influencing their decision on how to develop their social identity.

 In order to gain a better understanding of how social identity is different for people of different backgrounds I interviewed my friend Gus Armstrong, who identified himself as a Black male and compared and contrasted his answers to mine, since  I identified myself as a White female.  The interview consisted of six questions that explored our feelings about how our social identity effects our lives. I allowed my interviewee as much time as he needed to adequately explain himself for each answer. It was explained that his answers, along with mine would be ultimately written into this paper.    It was also understood that there was a consent form attached to this assignment.

The first question posed was "what is your social identity"? Gus hesitated for just a second  before stating, "I'm a Black male".  Allowing him to choose his own social identity gave him an opportunity to self-

categorize himself.  According to the text a social identity will be stronger if the individual determines it for themselves or self-categorizes. His choice to identity as a Black male would also be an example of his chronic 

identity because it is always with him regardless of the situation.  My social identity as a White female is also my chronic identity.  In his case he is mindful of being a minority while I rarely think of myself as holding 

some type of power because I am White. The way I view it as a White female I'm either labeled as a friendly, middle-class, well educated woman. The opposite of the coin I could be labeled as an entitled, self-centered, materialistic individual by those with prejudices against White people or women.  In most instances I don't think of the possible negative social repercussions that being White can have. I label myself as White female in most social situations.

The first part of the second question asked of  was whether or not we viewed our own social identity as positive or negative.  To this part of the question he answered that he views his identity positively.  "I'm proud to be apart of the African American community." As a member of the majority group I felt compelled to ask him why, to better understand his pride.  "I see my culture as having a strong focus on family.  Most of my family is always supportive and willing to help out where they can." I've had a very close relationship with Gus for many years and his family has accepted me since the first day I met them.  I believe that Gus is taking part in self stereotyping when he says that members of the Black community are family based.  According to the text self stereotyping is the proposition that when group members view themselves in terms of the stereotypes they have of their group, the self becomes one with the group and the positive view of the group is reflected in a positive view of the self. Having pride in his social identity also plays into the self-esteem hypothesis which states that having a positive social identity leads to having positive self esteem.  The second 

part of the second questions was how one believes their social identity is viewed by society.  While he views his own social identity as positive, he believes that society typically views his identity negatively.  "Being a young Black man I can be viewed as a "thug" or a "criminal" rather than a Black college student."  Knowing Gus works very hard to better himself and strives to achieve his goals, I can see how this opinion on how others view him can be distressing.  "It's tough being judged before people know me, he said beginning to get angry over what he was vocalizing. “Being a muscular guy with tattoos, people, typically White people, assume I'm going to rob them or that I'm some type of a drug dealer."  When I asked him how he felt about the "male" aspect of his identity he laughed before he answered by saying "I love being a guy. I love the feeling of being the protector and provider."  These statements are again an example of self-stereotyping.  He's taking the positive stereotypes of his group and having that apply to him, thus giving him a positive light to view himself.

In many ways my social identity is viewed as the opposite by society than Gus feels as his is perceived. As a White woman I feel as though I am generally accepted by everyone. I do not feel pressure to behave in a certain way in order to be accepted. I've never felt feared or hated by others because of my social identity.  


I don't feel discriminated against for being White in most cases. In the times of feeling discriminated against in my life most of those have been because of my age or because I am a female. I'd have to say that although the idea of White privilege makes me feel spoiled, undeserving, and selfish I do see how the White privilege does affect my life.  White privilege can be defined as understanding the benefits White people receive in society, these benefits are often given to the White people with minimal regard given to the minority community.  Most times I feel positive about my social identity, however, those feelings of pride stem from being a woman rather than being White.  I feel a strong sense of pride when I view the history of women, and 

see how far life improving opportunities have evolved for women.  When I view the history of White people I don't typically feel that same pride.

The third question asked of both of us was whether our social identities played a role in interactions with others.  "In situations at work in which I'm interacting with older people I tend to be mindful of my vocabulary and my body language. I'm very much aware that these people may believe the negative stereotypes about young Black men so I feel the need to prove them wrong," stated Gus. When asked for an example he told the 

story of when he was the only person available to help an older White man in his store. The customer was very apprehensive about Gus and his intentions although they were in a populated place in which Gus is expected 

to act professionally. "I just acted the way I always would; I just put more effort into being helpful and friendly." He said that the man was very pleased with Gus's attitude and left the store pleasantly surprised.  "It felt good knowing that I put him at ease, rather than getting upset that he had prejudices toward me." A situation in which he feels as though he doesn't act differently is when he is with his family.  "When I'm with them I feel no pressure to be a certain way or to defend myself, it's just nice." Since the majority of his family would be considered part of his in-group it is safe to assume that this is another example of in-group favoritism.

My social identity affects the way I behave when I'm the only female in the group.  This would be an example of optimal distinctiveness which can be defined as identifying with a group that provides a balance between group and social identity.  In other words it’s the need to belong but also the need to be different.  When I'm with a group of men I feel pressured to not only prove myself as an intelligent woman, but also to show them that I am knowledgeable about things that are labeled as masculine. I feel pressured to hold on my own and to make a good representation of women.  I do not feel that social identity effects how I behave in class.  That would be more of an example of situational influence.  In a large class of lecture hall size I feel more comfortable speaking out than when I am in a smaller class.  When the class is based upon discussion and 

has a socially comfortable atmosphere then I will voice my opinions or ask questions.  In class I view everyone as on the same page. We're all there for the same reason and that is to learn the particular subject being taught to 

us.  Going into the situation with that frame of mind reduces the pressure to behave a certain way because of my social identity.

When asked what he feels threatens his social identity Gus stated "The best example would be that I'm a huge hockey fan. I've gotten a lot of jokes from other members of the Black community because of this.  These certain individuals seem to think that liking this particular sport makes me less Black or even "wanting to be White". "I follow all sports and I find classifying hockey as a "White" sport ridiculous; however after these comments I feel the need to prove to them that I am a member of their group; prove to them that I am a member of the Black community." 


After a few moments of silence, as I was writing his original response, he offered another scenario. "I love to shop," he states hesitantly although I was already aware of this habit.  "I work in a mall and when I have break or something I look around and when Sasha, his younger half- sister, is home for break from college I take her to the mall." "Men are under the impression that shopping is a female activity." He went on to say that in this scenario he doesn't feel the need to defend himself or prove his identity as he does in the situation in which he's questioned for liking hockey. "Shopping doesn't make me feel like less of a man, it doesn't emasculate me to the extent that I feel like I "lose my man card".  It does have the possibility of threatening my social identity if I didn't feel so strongly about it not being a feminine activity." he stated after we discussed the behaviors associated with men and the behaviors associated with women.

My example of threat is more focused on me being a woman rather than being Caucasian.  I've been teased and bullied during my elementary school and middle school years because I am a female that plays and takes an interest in sports.  It is expected of me to be feminine in every way and when I don't fit that mold I 

am made to feel less like a woman.  I understand that I cannot lose my identity as a woman; however, it can be chipped away for so long that it aims to make me feel like less of a person overall.  I've had many male friends 

jokingly say "Oh I forgot you were a girl," after a day watching football or playing a game of basketball.  Comments like that make me feel as though I'm not "woman enough" to have the woman label.

The fifth question posed to the both of us was how his social identity influenced his interactions with others. He stated that he feels as though his identity has him relate to minorities better than he would relate to a White person. "I'm as friendly and cordial as I can be that doesn't depend on the person, but the things we have in common differ from one race to the next." This would be an example of in-group bias and in-group favoritism which is having a strong liking or relationship with members of the same group as you, and seeing the others as on out-group and inheritably different.  


As like Gus does, I try to be as friendly and polite as possible when interacting with other individuals. Personally I see this as behavior that any human being should exhibit, but it is that niceness that gets me pegged as the "typical nice girl". The nurturing woman stereotypes then are directed at me. If I try to show them that I'm not the nurturing woman stereotype I can come across the opposite of the nice girl, thus being labeled again for my behavior. I do not believe that if I were a man I would have to contemplate how to behave in situations like that.

My interactions are also influenced hen I try to show that I can hold interest in things that are deemed "masculine" while still being a woman.  I find it aggravating to have to continuously prove myself in a group of people, typically men. It affects my racial identity as well.  I grew up in a predominately African American 

neighborhood and attended a mostly African American middle and high school.  Those experiences shaped many of my interests and behaviors. I enjoy listening to hip hop and enjoy television shows and comedians that 

are promoted as "Black entertainment".  This has fellow White people saying that I'm trying to "be Black", or that I'm embarrassed to be White, or even ashamed of being White.  In situations where I'm violating the norm of my in-group as a White woman I feel uncomfortable because I am going against what they had expected of me to be, but at the same time it could be that it is a learning experience for them because they were the ones that stereotyped me too quickly.  Gus and I answered similarly that social interactions are based on social structure. That is where our opinion on this matter differs. He suggests that some minorities give respect to 

White people because those people do have influence and have more resources and those minorities feel obligated to be kind. He stated for the record that he is not one those people, but does believe that White privilege does exist. Thinking that the dominate group has better resources than your particular group 

is referred to as the categorization- competition hypothesis. This hypothesis states that by viewing people as members of the in-group members or out-group members creates an "us versus them" mentality to seeing social situations. 


I can also see social dominance orientation being used in Gus's example of minorities’ behavior and attitudes toward White people. They view the White man as powerful and superior to those minority groups.  Social dominance theory (SDO) desires in-group dominance and being superior to out groups.  Although this wasn't discussed in chapter nine it can still be used in this situation.

The final question to be asked of us was to what extent you take your social identity for granted. Gus responded by smiling and saying "I realized that during this interview that I do take this identity for 

granted." "I find it is my duty to be protective and have a powerful presence. I am almost certain that I would be labeled unkind terms if I behaved like this as a female."  He commented that he took being Black for granted when he played high school sports because he thought the scouts for colleges would focus on him more than they would the White students because he assumed the White students could afford college more easily. "I am proud to be an educated, employed, Black man, I have come to realize that and I should be more appreciative of whom I am in regards to the African American community and I should be proud that I am the exception to the negative stereotypes."

I do take being White for granted to a somewhat strong extent.  I'll never personally know what it feels like to be of another race, and what that experience is like.  Although as earlier stated the idea of White privilege makes me feel spoiled I acknowledge that it does exist and has an influence on my life. I also take being a woman for granted most of the time.  I never considered what its like for male's to get ready for an event or for men to go to college. I enjoy being able to wear dresses and heels and makeup without being labeled as deviant by parts of society if I were a man exhibiting those behaviors.  I take advantage of the fact that I can get specific scholarships because I am a woman.  I enjoy being a woman and I'm not sure how I would feel if I were to wake up a man tomorrow.

After this interview process I feel closer to Gus than I did before the interview was conducted.  He and I are very close on an emotional and social level. I'd say that we know each other very well, but these were questions that would never had been brought up outside of the classroom assignment. During the course of writing this paper I had also learned more about myself and how my social identity influences my daily life.  Gus commented that he was very glad that I chose him to interview because after this he feels a stronger 

sense of self than he did before this interview.


After discussing the end result of the interview, this paper, with him he felt as though he gained a better understanding of prejudice and discrimination as well as social identity theory.  He was quite pleased with the end result of this paper that I discussed with him once I had organized my notes. Gus had stated that 

he felt apprehensive about how some of his answers would come across in the paper, but in the end he felt comfortable with his answers being used in this paper. The both of us agreed that this specific assignment made us both more socially aware of our decisions and actions.  The combination of this paper and the teachings provided in class I can say I feel like I have a strong understanding of social identity theory.
