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. CONSTRUCTING SELF AND PEER CULTURE 235

or organize the history of our relationship, Furthermore, our interpretation
of the particular interaction may transtorm our ::%..am:&znoz_ﬁ oquz—__

history. This new understanding then is brought forward, constraing intarpre-
tations of soclal interactions, and so forth.
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of identity over time. i The narrative perspective provides interesting insights into adolescents’

In spite of the emphasis on internal cognitive schema and reasoning h social adventures. Specifically, it can be argued that risks shared between
pracesses, psychologists by no means have neglected socialcontextual con- ! adolescents are functionally equivalent to the hunting and battle exploits ana-
tributions to self-narrations. Stories of one’s life and experiences are, after | lyzed by anthropologists, They, too, provide content for narratives that or-
all, public, if not collaborative, events. Social context is thought to provide __,. ganize in-group/out-group boundary relations and definitions of self. That

is, taking risks with one's friends creates a body of shareg knowledge, sym-
bolic meanings, or group culture tht may be used to define or redefine bound-

_
actors (e.g., Sarbin, 1986). it is through this meeting of minds, or coordina- __w aries of group membership. White's (1988) analysis of synchronic and di-
tion of roles, that shared meaning and mutual understanding are thought to I achronic mediation is ajso relevant: As events and experiences become in
be negotiated. i corporated into the collective culture, as they attain symbolic meaning for
Anthropological studies of narrative proceed along similar lines, but differ h the group's identity and become part of narrated history, they also delimit
In emphasis, Whereas psychologists stress the constitution of personal iden- the significance of future events and experiences.
tities, anthropologists are interested in the construction of collective identi- Understanding that shared risks provide material for fashioning relationships
ties and culture. This js inherent in. Miller's (1988} notion of the socially : gggﬁrﬂgg_ﬁga for conceptualizations of peer pressure,
expansive nature of personal stories (see also Howard, 1985). Personal ex- | From this perspective, peer pressure is less a push to conform than a desire
periences, made public in discourse, become shared experiences, and medi- to participate in experiences that are seen as relevant, or potentially relevant,

to group identity. The extent to which it matters that one participate (i.e., con-
form) in a specific group adventure, and the extent to which the adventure has

ignificance for group identity, depends on the history of one’s retationship
with the group. Close friends are identified according to a rich narrative of
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ratives, which suggests an emotional investment in the other person or group shared experiences that may absorb the shock of isolated Instances of noncon-
Equally Important, however, are self—other 0ppositions created in narrative formity. The same instances experienced in the context of an acquaintance
discourse, This theme has been elaborated explicitly in ethnographic anal- ! relationship that lacks a well-articulated history, however, may profoundly
yses of folklore, hunting and fishing stories, stories of war, and other con- ! and adversely affect the future of the relationship. In the same vein, shared
tacts with “outsiders” (e.g., Basso, 1979 Camaroff, 1985; White, 1989). Here, | risks may have a lesser impact on close friends compared to acquaintances,
harrative is claimed to promote a sense of shared history and community M The idea that the impact of behavior varies according to the closeness of the
by way of mediating E.m-.e:v\oﬁ.m..o:u boundary relations, Hunting and relationship is consistent with Petrovsky's (1985) disparaging comments about
battle exploits, for €xample, provide content for stories that define group iden- . typical conformity studies undertaken in small-group psychology. He argued
tity, and set it apart from the identities of other groups. ! that conformity to group pressure may be a transient phenomenon mediated

The crux of the narrative perspective is that stories of personal experience ! by the developmental status of the group. From this vantage point, the focus
are social constructions—they reflect and transform relationships between shifts from a pressure to conform to the perceived importance of participa-
self and others, According to White (1988), they do this in two ways and, m tion, In other words, Pecr pressure needs to be evaluated in light of the ex-
thus, can be described as doubly refractive First, they provide a tool for defin- i isting relationship—the shared values and norms of conduct that define one's
ng one’s self in relation to a collective, so they reflect sacial or synchronic _ self in relation to a group. This was examined in the study described next.

ADOLESCENTS' REFLECTIONS ON PEER PRESSURE

ed &m_mnznn_“«. That is, social E.S..nnmo.:u are hested onto and H..E.u..om:_ An interview procedure was developed in which adolescents were present-
an understanding of a history of interactions. For example, the way we in- : ed with hypothetical adventures, were asked to speculate about the inter-
terpret an interaction with a friend depends, in part, on how we understand _ personal consequences of risks shared between close friends Versus acquain.
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g malls, fast-food restaurants. The
erview in the sub

typical pattern wag
home, and the second inter-
Iterview lasted usually 1 hour

to conduct the first int

urs. The data pre
parts of the second int

that affect how the friends think and feel about each other, or not necessarily?
Why? If Erica doesn't smoke the pot with her best friends, will that affect how
the friends think and feel about each other, or not necessarily? Why?

Part 2: Relative Risk Scenarios

In Part 2, subjects were asked to compare the interpersonal consequences
of three situations that varied in terms of relative risk. The relative risk
scenarios read as follows: _

Interviews were .w:&cgon and later transcribed verbatim, Analyses were
based on the written transcriptions,

The reasons offered were remarkably consistent: “It's a chance to impress
them”; “To become part of their group”; “You want them to form an image
of you that's like the image they have of themselves”; “Ip's casy for friends

i . In contrast, close friends were
described as more forgiving. Said one: “Close friends look into the person,
not the person’s actions.” A few teens mentioned that close friends might

Nonetheless, the decision to smoke or not smoke, even in the company of
close friends, was thought to be a decision of consequence. When asked “If
Erica smokes the pot with her best friends, will that affect how the friends think
and feel about each other, or not Necessarily?”, 24 (80%) said that it would
bring them closer together. Again, there was ¢ nsiderable consistency in the
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about the consequences of deciding not to smoke? When the adoles- vived an ordeal—no excitement, fear of getting caught, or feeling of rebei.

What
oy were asked, ‘If Erica doesn't smoke the pot with her friends, will that § llousness. Comically, three subjects (10% overall) disagreed with the majori.
affect how the friends think and feel about each other, or not Recessarily?”, ty, and claimed that g neighborhood barbecue is itse]f an ordeal that would,
18 (60%) agreed that it would, at least temporar ily. Most o the reasons hinged if survived, bring the friends closer together. Overall, the interview daty sup-
on the idea that Erica would be on the outside of a shared experience. Stijl, \” port the idea that shared risks have a special role to play in creating group
this was thought to be of little consequence in the long run, Providing it did 't culture and interpersonal histories,
not happen too often Likewise, of the remaining 12 {40%) who claimed that
her decision would have no effect on the friendship, 6 did so on the grounds - ¥
that Erica had a good excuse for declining—she had to drive. Several sug- f Risk Taking and the Acquisition of Peer Culture
gested that the responsibility of driving should rotate among the friends, al- 3
lowing equal Participation at future marijuana-smoking events, 3 D. W. Winnicott (1965) remarked once that adults should “hide among them-

Data presented thys far indicate that adolescents perceive participation - selves what they come to understand of adolescence,” that jt would be “ab-
in risk activities—in this case, smoking marijuana—as affecting the develop- _ surd” to write a book for adolescents on the subject of adolescence because
mental course of interpersonal relationships. Sharing adventures brings peo- it is a period of life in which One Is caught up in personal discovery. A major
ple, close friends and acquaintances, closer together Furthermore, the con- theme to emerge in the course of this study concerns the Importance that
Sequences of participating or not participating are seen to vary according E adolescents attach to secrecy and privacy Certainly this is relevant to fears
to the status of the relationship. Acquaintance relationships, in contrast o .. m of getting caught or into trouble, but the private lives of adolescents appear
close friend relationships, are considered more volatile, and more suscept- b to have deeper motives. One young woman expressed it thig way
ible to the influence of shared risks,

~E It's hard for me to have a group of friends and my mom there. She works with

the majority of subjects (27, or 90%) claimed that the friends would feel closer Irlends like a friend. She wants to find out more abot them and I fee] like she
if they skipped school and went to the beach, compared to going on a Satur- 1 is always watching me, Not to be nosey so much—just because she's interested
day. Reasons fell into three categories, One category, representing 30% (n i in my life. it really bothers me.
= 8} of the responses, stressed secrecy, privacy, and freedom: “You have N
a secret that you share™; “No one else is ar ound so you can do what you A father of one of the subjects made an interesting comment refateq (o
want.” A second category, representing another 26% (n = 7), included this issue, He was describing his experience with his son during a week in
responses that emphasized how the novelty of the situation would create which his wife and other children were vacationing out of town, ang remarked
Mmemories that would be talked abouyt later. Responses in the third category, that ‘living with a teenager is like living alone.” Consistent with the state.
44% (n = 12), made reference to passing a test, surviving an ordeal, or show. k3 ment eartier—*] like my mom, byt . _ -"~—for all appearances this father-son
ing one's commitment to the group. Examples include: “You feel Jike you've gy relationship was close and comfortable. Nonetheless, there were decidedly
made it through something together”; “You're rebellious together: you beat separate, and secret, spheres of activity and interest.
the establishment together”; “it shows what lengths you'll go to to be with E : Data presented here indicate that adolescents perceive risk taking as a
the group.” N3 mechanism for creating private experiences, or shared knowledge significant
Regarding the neighborhood barbecue comparison, the vast majority, 90% F for group relations. Thus, as suggested by the narrative perspective, risk tak-
(» = 27), claimed that attending the barbecue would have no effect on the B ing functions to maintain and facilitate in-group/out-group boundaries, The
friends’ relationship. Of these, 70% (r = 19) mentioned the lack of privacy R findings are consistent with White's (1 988) thesis on the dialectic of synchropic
or freedom: “Parents have a way of making everyone feel inhibited™; “You and diachronic relations: Perceived group history constrains interpretations
have to act like your parents eéxpect you to act 50 you can't be as free”; “Par. N3 of specific socia) interactions, and their significance for definitions of mem-
ents are gross and you can't talk seriously in front of them”; “It’s not of your ¥ bership. The distinction between the storytelling “I" and narrative figure “me”
Own will—your parents made you go.” The remaining 30% (n = 8) indicated oF also can be extended to encompass the data: The narrator direcs and is trans-
that a neighborhood barbecue would have no effect on how the friends think I formed by the actor.
and feel about each other because there would be no sense of having sur The dialectic between synchrony and diachrony, and between actor and
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narrator, was apparent in adolescents’ descriptions about the different impli-
cations of smoking marijuana with close friends compared to acquaintances,
Results complement Youniss and Smollar's (1985) findings that adolescents,
in contrast to Younger children, value the individuality of close friends. But
it seems that adolescents' tolerance for nonconforming expressions of self-

is less an externally located push to conform, than a socially constructed desire
to participate in culture-creating experiences. As told by one male adoles-
cent, the difference is dramatic:

fore they think that's the thing to do, then you might do the same thing to prove
to them that you have the same values that they do and therefore you're okay.
At the same tirne, the idea of peer pressure is a lot of bunk, What | heard about
peer pressure all the way through school is that someone is going to walk up
to ine and say “Here, drink this and you'll be cool.” it wasn't like that at all.
You go somewhere and everyone else would be doing it and you'd think, “Hey,
everyone else is doing it and they seem to be having a good time—now why
wouldn’t | do this?” In that sense, the preparation of the powers that be, the
lessons that they tried to drill into me, they were completely off, They had no
idea what we are up against.

Shared adventures, then, provide content for the creation of shared
knowledge and cultural meanings; they delineate boundaries between in-
group and out-group; they are stories of life that provide material for the
construction of life stories.

TOWARD A CONSTRUCTIVIST THEORY
OF SELF-DEVELOPMENT

The purpose of this chapter was to consider adolescent risk taking in light
of normal developmental processes. In this regard the term risk taking is an
unfortunate one. Risk implies a threat of loss, damage, or danger. But by all
accounts, there is much to be gained by the adventurous individual, includ-
ing self- and peet-group identity. Thrill seeking is another misnomer: “imag-
ine how few mountains would be climbed,” asked Scheibe {(1986), “if the
story of climbing the mountain could be told to no one” (p, 146). The lan-

9. CONSTRUCTING SELF AND PEER CULTURE 2141

guage we employ to describe what adolescents do together behind the backs
of adults belies a particular theoretica] orientation that locates the source of

to their own development. The Position advanced here is that adolescent risk

they are internalized over time to become organizers of the psyche. Elaborat-
ing Vygotsky's mental/physical tool analogy, they wrote that “thanks to their
production of, and facility with, tools and symbols, humans can not only modi-
fy the environment physically, but they can also modity its stimulus vajue
for their own mental states” (p. 248). Examples of mediating devices include
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The Role of Adventure in Narrating Lives

Scheibe (1986) has argued that adventures Provide particularly potent material
for narrative constructions of self. Risks and thrills, he argued, are essential
for building and maintaining satisfactory life stories. They are a fount of
change and novelty by virtue of their uncertain outcomes and consequences,
but a major source of appeal extends beyond the thrill of the moment. Recall
his provocative statement: “Imagine how few mountains would be climbed

The idea that adventure, or more broadly, novelty, is instrumenta) in fur-
thering selfhood was articulated at the turn of the century by James Mark
Baldwin (1906). According to Baldwin, selfhood is acquired by method of ex-
perimentation (Persistent Imitation) with self-schema. Self-schema are “ten-
tative and prospective” in character, and function for the purpose of induc-
ing novel constructions and adjustments by which “the whole of the truly
general meaning is constituted” (Baldwin, 1906, P- 216). The novel adjust-
ments generated by experimentation lead finally, through a process of gener-
alization, to the subjective, reflective self, and the recognition of other sub-
jective, reflective selves,

Crites (1986) alluded to the distinction between experimental and general

as the tuture is indeterminant, or in Baldwin’s (1906) terms, “tentative and
Prospective.” Although Baldwin and Crites posit different psychological
Processes or narrative strategies to account for retrospective, general
knowledge and prospective, experimental knowledge, they agree that the

adjustments to the general self-system.

The link between Baldwin (1906) and modern narrative theory is twofold,
First is the shared vision of a self that becomes increasingly abstract (ie.,
subjective and intrapersonal) and increasingly embedded in its social con-
text {i.e., objective and interpersonal), This is attributed to the essential di-
alectic between prospective, interpersonal, experimental actions, and
retrospective, internalized, general systems of meaning. Second, there is a
mutual recognition of the importance of novelty and adventyre in reconstruct-
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ner of closed (e.g., mechanical) systems are stagnant, The adolescents inter-
viewed agreed, One said, I don’t want to be sitting in my rocking chair when
I'm 60 and say, ‘| remember the time when | went to the movies with my
friends".” Another said, “If you plod along and do the same boring old thing
your whole damn life you'll die a boring old fart " Hellen Kelier put it more
gently: Life is either a daring adventure, or nothing.
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