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A THEORY OF SYMBOLIC SELF-COMPLETION

People who refer to themselves as child-rearing experts, pilots, or musicians are
normally thought to possess certain background characteristics appropriate to
these self-defining labels. When people characterize themselves as good at rais-
ing children, we are inclined to think that they have some relevant education or
experience. Similarly, when a man makes a casual reference to his Cessna or
Beechcraft, we are likely to infer certain other ‘‘pilot’” qualities on the basis of
the  self-description (e.g., 100s of hours of flying time). The purpose of this
chapter is to show that such inferences aré” very often incorrect and that the
propensity to describe oneself positively can stem from the nonpossession of
relevant background characteristics.

A central observation to be made about the human, within the context of a
notion of self-completion, is that very central flaws in the person’s training or
performance are covered over by what we call self-symbolizing efforts. The
frequent use of open self-aggrandizement, showing off status symbols, knowing
more than the other, and efforts to influence others are viewed here as signs of
the individual’s insecurity (i.e., incompleteness in the domain of activity in

- which expertise is sought). We shall argue that it is the modest person who is
* expected to possess numerous, durable indicators of competence.

The core assumption of self-completion theory is that indicators (symbols) of
completeness are substitutable for one another. The person who can point to
symbols that support the self-definition aspired to (e.g., lawyer) will tend to
neglect the pursuit of further symbols. Thus, self-symbolizing efforts will be
undertaken when the person is lacking in symbolic indicators of the status of

" lawyer, guitarist, or any other self-definition.
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