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While the history of symbolic interactionism stretches back through the 20th century, it emerged as a prominent theoretical perspective in American sociology during the 1960s. Currently most undergraduate sociology textbooks highlight this perspective, along with functionalism and conflict theory, as one of the three distinctive models for
understanding social life. In contrast to functionalism and conflict theory, symbolic interactionism emphasizes the micro-processes through which people construct meanings, identities, and joint acts. In doing so it accentuates how symbols, interaction, and human agency serve as the cornerstones of social life. Symbolic interactionism grew out of the
American philosophical tradition of pragmatism in the late 19th century, especially as elaborated by William James, John Dewey, and Charles S. Peirce. The most important bridge between the pragmatic tradition and sociology was George Herbert Mead. One of his most famous books, Mind, Self, and Society (see Classic Works and Original
Statements) is often taken as a charter for the symbolic interactionist approach. Along with Mead, two other important early sociologists who shaped the interactionist tradition were Charles Horton Cooley and William Isaac Thomas. The most influential contributor to the symbolic interactionist tradition was Herbert Blumer, who coined the
perspective’s label in 1937. Blumer’s book, Symbolic Interactionism (see Classic Works and Original Statements) serves as another foundational work for the perspective. Symbolic interactionism had its most significant impact on sociology between 1950 and 1985. In challenging functionalism, the dominant sociological paradigm of the 1950s,
interactionists urged their colleagues to examine how people “do social life”—that is, how they construct and negotiate meanings, order, and identities in their everyday interactions. Interactionists stressed that sociologists could best understand social life’s core features by taking the role of the individuals or groups they were studying, particularly
by engaging in participant observation. By the 1980s mainstream sociology had accepted much of the core of the symbolic interactionist approach, with its emphases on meaning, agency, and the interpretive analysis of interactional processes, as a legitimate and central part of the discipline. Thus, interactionism no longer represented a distinctive
oppositional perspective as it had previously. In recent decades interactionism has grown in a number of new directions. With respect to methodology, its approach has broadened to include contextualized discourse analysis, ethnographic observation, content analysis, textual analysis, performance studies, and autoethnography. Interactionism has
also become a more prominent perspective in a diverse array of disciplines. Scholars interested in interactionism have often reflected upon and debated about the origins, evolution, and future directions of this perspective. For instance, in the late 1970s McPhail and Rexroat crafted an influential and controversial assessment of Herbert Blumer’s role
in translating George Herbert Mead into sociology (McPhail and Rexroat 1979). In a related vein, Lewis and Smith 1981 proposes that the links between pragmatist philosophy, Mead’s social behaviorism, and the symbolic interactionist perspective were less direct than Blumer claimed. Shalin 1986 offers a detailed analysis of the connections between
pragmatism, Mead, and interactionist theory, concluding that they were closely tethered. Fine 1993 examines the shifts that took place in symbolic interactionism from the 1970s to 1990s, highlighting the processes that led to these changes. Sandstrom, et al. 2001 builds upon Fine’s earlier observations while also taking stock of symbolic
interactionism’s place within social theory at the end of the 20th century. Finally, Maines 2001 is a critical analysis of the relationship between interactionism and mainstream sociology, highlighting how sociologists are often unaware of interactionism’s contributions to social theory. Fine, Gary Alan. 1993. The sad demise, mysterious disappearance,
and glorious triumph of symbolic interactionism. Annual Review of Sociology 19:61-87. DOI: 10.1146/annurev.s0.19.080193.000425This review article describes the shifts that have taken place in interactionism. It also highlights the impact of the perspective on the key debates (e.g., structure/agency) characterizing sociology. Fine addresses the
decline of symbolic interaction as a distinctive, oppositional perspective in sociology, in part because of the acceptance of many of its principles by sociologists outside of the perspective. Lewis, J. David, and Richard L. Smith. 1981. American sociology and pragmatism: Mead, Chicago sociology, and symbolic interaction. Chicago: Univ. of Chicago
Press. In exploring how pragmatist philosophers influenced the development of symbolic interactionist theory, Lewis and Smith challenge prevailing beliefs regarding the unity of pragmatist thought and the centrality of George Herbert Mead to Chicago sociology. The authors emphasize the splits between the Peirce-Mead and James-Dewey clusters of
pragmatist philosophy. They also stress that Mead was best characterized as a social behaviorist. Maines, David. 2001. The faultline of consciousness: A view of interactionism. New York: Aldine. Maines reveals and critiques sociologists’ misguided views of interactionism. He also demonstrates how many prominent sociologists are “unaware
interactionists,” making theoretical arguments based on interactionist concepts without recognizing they are doing so. This book includes several empirical chapters that illustrate how interactionism applies to the study of narratives and to the analysis of race, gender, urban inequality, and social institutions. McPhail, Clark, and Cynthia Rexroat.
1979. Mead vs. Blumer: The divergent methodological perspectives of social behaviorism and symbolic interactionism. American Sociological Review 44:449-467. DOI: 10.2307/2094886McPhail and Rexroat critique Herbert Blumer’s translation of George Herbert Mead’s philosophical insights into sociological theory. They argue that Blumer
misinterprets Mead by ignoring his emphasis on social behaviorism and positing a naturalistic perspective. In a comment, Blumer responds to this critique and defends his interpretation of Mead’s key ideas. Sandstrom, Kent, Daniel Martin, and Gary Alan Fine. 2001. Symbolic interactionism at the end of the century. In The handbook of social theory.
Edited by George Ritzer and Barry Smart, 217-231. Newbury Park, CA: SAGE. In this wide-ranging overview, the authors emphasize the key contributions of interactionism, demonstrating how it has informed and extended core elements of sociological theory. The authors also consider the new voices that have emerged within interactionism, such as
feminism, conflict theory, and postmodernism, and the challenges these voices pose for the future of the perspective. Shalin, Dmitri. 1986. Pragmatism and social interactionism. American Sociological Review 51:9-29. DOI: 10.2307/2095475Shalin demonstrates the multiple effects that pragmatic philosophy had on the writings of George Herbert
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and additions to existing articles. This month, 81 new and 13 revised articles, plus 2 emendations, have been added across 19 subjects. Symbolic InteractionalismQuiz * Winvie Ylanan ¢ Social Studies * 11th - 12th Grade * 132 plays * Hard Key FeaturesMajor TheoristsExamplesCriticisms Symbolic interactionism is a micro-level sociological theory
that explains how individuals construct social reality through shared meanings and interpretations. Unlike macro-theories like Functionalism or Marxism, which focus on large-scale social structures (such as the family, or religion), symbolic interactionism delves into the intricacies of face-to-face interactions and the subjective meanings individuals
attach to symbols. Symbols, whether verbal or non-verbal, are not inherently meaningful; their significance is derived from social interaction. Rather than viewing individuals as passive products of society, this perspective sees people as active participants who shape their social world through everyday interaction. Symbolic interactionism is a social
theoretical framework associated with George Herbert Mead and Herbert Blumer. Society is the product of shared symbols, such as language. The social world is constructed by the meanings that individuals attach to events and social interactions, and these symbols are transmitted across the generations through language. A central concept of
symbolic interactionists is the Self, which allows us to calculate the effects of our actions. Symbolic interactionism theory has been criticized because it ignores the emotional side of the Self as a basis for social interaction. Symbolic interactionism theory assumes that people respond to elements of their environments according to the subjective
meanings they attach to those elements. For example, meanings being created and modified through social interaction involving symbolic communication with other people. Symbolic interactionism involves several key concepts that help explain how individuals interpret and give meaning to their social world: A symbol is anything that carries a
specific meaning recognized by people who share a culture. Symbols can be words, body language, objects (like a flag or a wedding ring), etc. Humans act toward things based on the meanings those things have for them. Importantly, these meanings are not inherent in objects or actions; they arise from social interaction. For example, the word “dog”
or a thumbs-up gesture only have meaning because we as a society agree on what they signify. Symbols are crucial in communication - they allow people to share understanding. When we interact, we exchange symbols (through language or gestures), and we interpret each other’s actions based on the shared meanings of those symbols. This active
meaning-making is fundamental to how we navigate social life. Social Interaction Social interaction is the process by which people act and react in relation to others. Symbolic interactionism sees society as the product of these everyday interactions. Through interaction, individuals continuously create, negotiate, and modify meanings. Communication
- the exchange of symbols in interaction - is how people make sense of their world. Because individuals are constantly adjusting their behavior based on others’ actions (and vice versa), social interaction is dynamic and formative. Even simple greetings or conversations involve interpreting symbols (e.g. tone of voice, words used) and responding
based on those interpretations. In short, reality is socially constructed through interaction - our perceptions of “what’s going on” in any situation depend on the shared definitions we develop with others. The Self (Looking-Glass Self and Role-Taking) Symbolic interactionism has a special focus on how individuals develop a sense of self through social
experience. Charles Horton Cooley’s concept of the looking-glass self describes how one’s self-image arises from interpersonal interactions and the perceptions of others. In simple terms, other people function as a “mirror” for us - we imagine how we appear to others, interpret how they judge us, and then adjust our self-concept accordingly For
example, if a student perceives that their classmates see them as a leader, the student may come to see themselves that way and act more confidently in group projects. George Herbert Mead further explained self-development through role-taking. He noted that developing a self requires learning to take the role of the other - that is, to put ourselves
in someone else’s shoes and see ourselves from their perspective Children do this in play (by pretending to be parents, doctors, superheroes, etc.), which helps them learn societal expectations. Over time, they internalize the perspectives of many others (what Mead called the “generalized other”), allowing them to guide their behavior according to
social norms. Thus, the self emerges from social interaction: we become who we are by imagining how others view us and by adopting roles in relation to others. Dramaturgy Dramaturgy is a concept introduced by Erving Goffman (a symbolic interactionist sociologist) that uses a theater metaphor to analyze social interaction. Goffman suggested that
in daily life, people are like actors on a stage, each performing roles for an audience. In any given situation, we present ourselves in certain ways to create specific impressions in the minds of others - a process Goffman called impression management. He distinguished between front stage behavior - how we act in public or formal settings, where we
know we are being observed - and back stage behavior - how we act in private, when we think no audience is present, For instance, in a restaurant a waiter’s front stage is the dining area where they politely perform the role of “server” for customers, while the back stage is the kitchen where they might relax, drop the polite facade, and vent to
coworkers. Dramaturgy highlights that in social interaction, as in theater, we use “props” and costumes (e.g. wearing professional attire for a job interview), follow scripts (social norms for how to behave in a given role), and work to manage how others perceive us. By studying these performances, we gain insight into the unspoken “rules” of social
life and how people maintain social order by keeping their front stage and back stage separate. Social Construction of Reality Symbolic interactionism underpins the idea of the social construction of reality - that what we consider “reality” is jointly constructed by members of a society. In other words, things have meaning and reality only because we
define them as such through interaction. Social constructs (like money, success, or even concepts of race and gender) are not natural facts; they are created and sustained by collective agreement. These constructs become stable when they are widely accepted and taken for granted. For example, there is no absolute definition of deviance or “right”
and “wrong” behavior - societies draw these lines themselves. What one culture considers deviant, another may see as normal, illustrating that norms and values are socially constructed. A classic illustration is the value of paper money: intrinsically, a paper bill is just a piece of printed paper, but through common social agreement it represents worth
and can be exchanged for goods. In sum, reality is not fixed; people create, negotiate, and change social reality through ongoing interaction and shared understandings. George H. Mead is often regarded as the foundational theorist of symbolic interactionism. He was a philosopher and sociologist whose ideas centered on how the mind and self
emerge from social interaction. Mead argued that the self is a social product - it develops through our interactions with others and our ability to take their perspectives. He introduced the notion that the self has two components: the “I” (the spontaneous, individual aspect of self) and the “me” (the internalized social expectations). Through
socialization, especially in childhood, we learn to view ourselves as others might (developing the “me”). Mead described how children progress from simple imitation of others, to playing at taking on single roles (e.g. pretending to be a parent - playing “house”), and finally to understanding multiple roles in organized games (which leads to grasping
the perspective of the “generalized other,” or society at large). This process is how we develop a fully-formed self that can fit into society. Although Mead taught these ideas in his lectures, he never wrote a book - his students compiled his work into Mind, Self, and Society (1934) after his death The title of that book reflects Mead’s core insight: Mind
(our ability to use symbols to think) and Self (our identity as developed through others’ eyes) arise within Society (the arena of social interaction). Mead’s influence on sociology was so profound that he is considered the “true founder” of symbolic interactionism as a perspective. His emphasis on language, gestures, and the internal conversation we
have as we imagine others’ viewpoints remains central to the theory. Herbert Blumer (1900-1987) Herbert Blumer was a student of Mead who built upon Mead’s ideas and gave the theory its name. In 1937, Blumer coined the term symbolic interactionism and became its leading advocate. He formulated three core premises that succinctly summarize
the perspective: Humans act toward things based on the meanings those things have for them. These meanings arise out of social interaction with others. Meanings can change through an interpretive process as people deal with new experiences. In Blumer’s own words, people act in certain ways toward things “based on the meaning those things
already have,” and those meanings are derived from interaction and modified through interpretation For example, if people view a neighborhood park as a safe, happy place (meaning), they will act in ways that reflect and reinforce that (e.g. taking their children to play there). If an incident occurs that changes that meaning (such as a crime in the
park), the community may reinterpret the park as dangerous and begin to avoid it, thus altering their behavior. Blumer stressed that society consists of people engaging in social actions - it’s not something abstract above individuals, but rather created through their interactions. He also emphasized importance of studying these processes through
qualitative methods (like observation) to truly understand people’s definitions of situations. Because Blumer established the framework and promoted it in his writings (especially his book Symbolic Interactionism: Perspective and Method, 1969), he is often known as the founder of the symbolic interactionist school in sociology. Erving Goffman (1922-
1982) Erving Goffman extended the symbolic interactionist approach by focusing on the subtle details of social interaction and how people manage the impressions they give to others. Goffman’s most famous contribution is the dramaturgical analysis, detailed in his book The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (1959). He proposed that everyday life
is like a theater performance: individuals are actors, society provides the stage, and the people around us are the audience. According to Goffman, in any social situation we engage in behavior that aims to control or guide how others see us - a concept known as impression management. For instance, in a job interview (our “stage”), we dress formally,
speak politely, and highlight our strengths (a “script”) to give the interviewer a favorable impression. Goffman introduced the idea of front stage vs. back stage behavior. Front stage refers to when we are in public or in a social role and conscious of an audience - we perform according to expected norms for that setting. Back stage is when we are in
private, out of the public eye, and can relax the performance. In back stage regions (like being at home or with close friends), people often drop their roles, showing aspects of themselves they hide on the front stage. Goffman illustrated this with examples like a waiter performing cheerfully in the dining room (front stage) versus complaining in the
kitchen out of customers’ earshot (back stage). He also described face-work (maintaining a proper image or “saving face”) and how people cooperate in interactions to help each other sustain their performances. Goffman’s work is important because it highlights that even seemingly trivial social behaviors (eye contact, small talk, manners) are
organized and meaningful. By analyzing these interaction rituals, Goffman showed how order and meaning are maintained in society at the micro level. Examples Education Classroom interactions between teachers and students illustrate symbolic interactionism in action. For example, if a teacher consistently labels a student as “bright” and praises
them, the student may internalize that meaning and participate more confidently - essentially becoming a better student partly because of the positive label. Conversely, a student who is made to feel “slow” or problematic might withdraw or act out, fulfilling the negative expectations. These scenarios demonstrate the self-fulfilling prophecy, where an
initial definition of a situation (or person) evokes behavior that makes the definition come true. Teacher expectations, feedback, and everyday classroom symbols (like gold stars, grades, or even the teacher’s facial expressions) can significantly influence a student’s self-concept and academic identity In short, schooling is not just about curriculum but
also about interaction: how students see themselves is shaped by daily social exchanges (peers’ and teachers’ reactions), which can boost or hinder learning. Media and Communication Symbolic interactionism is very useful for understanding media, especially social media, and how it shapes social reality. On platforms like Facebook or Instagram,
people interact by sharing posts, “liking” or commenting - all of which are symbols that carry meaning (a “like” symbolizes approval, for instance). Users carefully craft their online profiles and content (a form of impression management) to present themselves in a certain way to their audience of friends/followers. These interactions in turn affect how
they see themselves. For example, getting many likes on a photo can reinforce someone’s sense that others find them attractive or interesting, thus bolstering their self-image; few responses might lead them to question how they are viewed. In this way, online interactions contribute to the construction of social identity Social media also shows how
symbols evolve: a meme or emoji can quickly gain a shared meaning within a community. The definition of deviance is relative and depends on the culture, time period, and situation. Howard Becker’s labeling theory (1963) proposes that deviance is not inherent in any act, belief, or condition; instead, it is determined by the social context. The act of
vandalism itself isn’t inherently deviant. It’s the social reaction and the application of the “delinquent” label that creates the deviance. Edwin Sutherland’s differential association theory (Sutherland 1939; Sutherland et al. 1992) asserts that we learn to be deviant through our interactions with others who break the rules. In a classic symbolic
interactionist study, Brooks (1969) reveals how different self-views correlate with right or left-wing political beliefs. Brooks describes these political beliefs as political roles. Traditionally, sociologists viewed social beliefs and ideology as a result of economic class and social conditions, but Brooks noted that empirical research up to the 1960s
considered political beliefs to be a manifestation of personality. To symbolic interactionists such as Brooks, political beliefs can be seen as a manifestation of the norms and roles incorporated into how the individual sees themselves and the world around them, which develops out of their interactions with others, wherein they construct meanings. A
political ideology, according to Brooks, is a set of political norms incorporated into the individual’s view of themselves. Although people may have political roles, these are not necessarily political ideologies — for example, for some in the United States who are apathetic about politics, political beliefs play at most a peripheral role in comparison to the
others that they take on, while for others — say activists or diplomats — it plays the central role in their lives. Brooks hypothesized that those with right-wing political views viewed their sense of self as originating within institutions. To these people, identity centers around roles within conventional institutions such as family, church, and profession,
and other roles are peripheral to the ones they hold in these institutions. Left-wingers, conversely, identify themselves as acting against or toward traditional institutions. All in all, according to Brook, those with left-wing ideologies identify themselves through a broader range of central statuses and roles than those belonging to the right-wing
(Brooks, 1969). Brooks interviewed 254 individuals who, for the most part, voted regularly, contributed money to political causes, attended political meetings, read the news, and defined themselves as having a strong interest in politics. He then used a scale to observe and measure how the participants saw themselves in their political roles (asking
questions about, for example, contentious political policy). He then used Kuhn’s Twenty Statements Test to measure how individuals identified conventionally within institutions and idiosyncratically. All in all, Brooks found that confirming his hypothesis, most left-wing ideologies included fewer descriptions of traditional institutions in their self-
definition than average, and most right-wing ideologies included more descriptions of institutions in their self-definition than average. Not only did this provide evidence for how people formed identities around politics, but Brook’s study provided a precedent for quantifying and testing hypotheses around symbolic interaction (1969). For this reason,
The Self and Political Role is often considered to be a classic study in the Iowa school of Symbolic Interactionism (Carter and Fuller, 2015). According to West and Zimmerman’s (1987) Doing Gender, the concepts of masculinity and femininity are developed from repeated, patterned interaction and socialization. Gender, rather than an internal state of
being, is a result of interaction, according to symbolic interactionists (Carter and Fuller, 2015). In order to advance the argument that gender is a “routine, methodical, and reoccurring accomplishment,” West and Zimmerman (1987) take a critical examination of sociological definitions of gender. In particular, they “contend that the notion of gender
as a role obscures the work that is involved in producing gender in everyday activities.” Children are born with a certain sex and are put into a sex category. Gender is then determined by whether or not someone performs the acts associated with a particular gender. Gender is something that is done rather than an inherent quality of a person. West
and Zimmerman analyze Garfinkel’s (1967) study of Agnes, a transgender woman. Agnes was born with male genitalia and had reconstructive surgery. When she transitioned, West and Zimmerman argued she had to pass an “if-can” test. If she could be seen by people as a woman, then she would be categorized as a woman. In order to be perceived
as a woman, Agnes faced the ongoing task of producing configurations of behavior that would be seen by others as belonging to a woman. Agnes constructed her meaning of gender (and consequently her self-identity and self-awareness of gender) by projecting typically feminine behavior and thus being treated as if she were a woman (West and
Zimmerman, 1987). Although few geographers would call themselves symbolic interactionists, geographers are concerned with how people form meanings around a certain place. They are interested in mundane social interactions and how these daily interactions can lead people to form meanings around social space and identity. This can extend to
both the relationships between people and those between people and non-human entities, such as nature, maps, and buildings. Early geographers suggested that how people imagined the world was important to their understanding of social and cultural worlds (Casino and Thien, 2020). In the 1990s, geography shifted to the micro-level, focusing — in
a similar vein to Symbolic Interactionism — on interviews and observation. Geographers who are “post-positivist” — relying primarily on qualitative methods of gathering data — consider the relationships that people have with the places they encounter (for example, whether or not they are local to that place). These relationships, Casino and Thien
(2020) argue, can happen both between people and other people in a place and between people and objects in their environment. A large number of social psychologists have applied the symbolic interactionist framework to study the formation of self and identity. The three largest theories to come out of these applications of Symbolic Interactionism
are role theory, Affect Control Theory, and identity theory. Role theory deals with the process of creating and modifying how one defines oneself and one’s roles (Turner, 1962). Meanwhile, Affect Control Theory attempts to predict what individuals do when others violate social expectations. According to Affect Control Theory, individuals construct
events to confirm the meanings they have created for themselves and others. And lastly, identity theory aims to understand how one’s identities motivate behavior and emotions in social situations. For example, Stryker et al. studied how behavior is related to how important certain identities someone has are in relation to other identities (Carter and
Fuller, 2015). For example, someone who identifies heavily with a religious identity is more likely to go to religious services than someone who does not (Stryker and Serpe, 1982). Mead (1934) has long posited that people can form identities from the interactions between non-human objects and themselves as much as from their interactions with
other humans. One such example of sociologists studying how the interactions between non-humans and humans form identity applies to architecture. Smith and Bugni (2011) examined architectural sociology, which is the study of how socio-cultural phenomena influence and are influenced by the designed physical environment. This designed
physical environment can be as far-ranging as buildings, such as houses, churches, and prisons; bounded spaces, such as streets, plazas, and offices; objects, such as monuments, shrines, and furniture; and many elements of architectural design (such as shapes, size, location, lighting, color, texture, and materials). Smith and Bugni proposed that
symbolic interaction theory is a useful lens to understand architecture for three reasons. First of all, designed physical environments can influence people’s perception of self, and people can express and influence themselves through designed physical environments. Secondly, designed physical environments contain and communicate a society’s
shared symbols and meanings (Lawrence and Low, 1990). Thirdly, the designed physical environment is not merely a backdrop for human behavior but an agent to shape thoughts and actions through self-reflection (Smith and Bugni, 2011). Rather than forcing behavior, architecture suggests possibilities, channels communication, and provides
impressions of acceptable activities, networks, norms, and values to individuals (Ankerl, 1981). People’s interactions with architectural forms can influence, rather than determine, thoughts and actions. A frequent criticism is that symbolic interactionism focuses too narrowly on small-scale (micro) interactions and ignores larger (marco) social forces.
Because it zooms in on face-to-face meaning-making, the theory may fail to explain how big institutions, social class, power, and historical context influence behavior. For example, merely examining individual interactions around an act like smoking might overlook the impact of the tobacco industry’s advertising or government regulations (macro-
level factors) that shape those interaction. By focusing on individual interpretations and interactions, it can downplay the constraints imposed by these structural inequalities. For example, while it can explain how individuals interpret their social roles, it may fail to address how those roles are shaped by broader social forces. This can lead to an
incomplete understanding of social phenomena, as it may fail to account for the systemic factors that influence individual behavior. The main limitation is that symbolic interactionism looks at society “from the ground up” and may overlook the “top-down” influence of culture, social structure, and power on those ground-level interactions. 2.
Overemphasis on Subjectivity Criticism: Its emphasis on subjective interpretations can sometimes lead to a neglect of objective realities. While it’s important to understand how individuals perceive their world, it’s also crucial to acknowledge that some social realities exist independently of individual interpretations. There is a danger of overlooking
material constraints, and real world limits. Implication: This can make it difficult to develop generalizable theories and to address social problems that require structural solutions. 3. Difficulty in Quantifying Concepts Criticism: Early interactionist research often relied on observational or anecdotal data, which critics felt was less reliable. Many of the
concepts in symbolic interactionism, such as “meaning” and “interpretation,” are difficult to quantify and measure. Implication: This can limit the theory’s ability to provide precise and verifiable explanations of social phenomena. This can make it challenging to conduct empirical research and to test hypotheses. 4. Lack of Predictive Power: Criticism:
Because it focuses on the fluidity and variability of social interactions, Symbolic Interactionism can struggle to make precise predictions about future behavior. The emphasis on individual agency and interpretation makes it difficult to identify stable patterns and causal relationships. Implication: This can limit its usefulness for policy-making and other
applications that require accurate predictions. 5. Emotional Dimension Neglected: Criticism: Some critics argue that symbolic interactionism underplays the role of emotions in social interaction. While it emphasizes cognitive processes, it sometimes gives less attention to the impact of feelings on human behavior. Implication: This provides an
incomplete view of human interaction, as emotions are a large part of social interactions. Reading List Ankerl, G. (1981). Experimental Sociology of Architecture: A Guide to Theory. Research and Literature, New Babylon: Studies in the Social Sciences, 36. Blumer, H. (1969). Symbolic Interactionism: Perspective and Method. Berkeley: University of
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experience in further and higher education. He has been published in peer-reviewed journals, including the Journal of Clinical Psychology. Charlotte Nickerson Research Assistant at Harvard University Undergraduate at Harvard University Charlotte Nickerson is a graduate of Harvard University obsessed with the intersection of mental health,
productivity, and design. Summarize symbolic interactionism Apply symbolic interactionism Symbolic interactionism is a micro-level theory that focuses on meanings attached to human interaction, both verbal and non-verbal, and to symbols. Communication—the exchange of meaning through language and symbols—is believed to be the way in which
people make sense of their social worlds. Charles Horton Cooley introduced the looking-glass self (1902) to describe how a person’s sense of self grows out of interactions with others, and he proposed a threefold process for this development: 1) we see how others react to us, 2) we interpret that reaction (typically as positive or negative) and 3) we
develop a sense of self based on those interpretations. “Looking-glass” is an archaic term for a mirror, so Cooley theorized that we “see” ourselves when we interact with others. George Herbert Mead (1863-1931) is considered a founder of symbolic interactionism, though he never published his work on this subject (LaRossa and Reitzes 1993).
Mead’s student, Herbert Blumer, actually coined the term “symbolic interactionism” and outlined these basic premises: humans interact with things based on meanings ascribed to those things; the ascribed meaning of things comes from our interactions with others and society; the meanings of things are interpreted by a person when dealing with
things in specific circumstances (Blumer 1969). This sounds close to Cooley’s looking-glass self, but Mead’s contribution was really to the development of self, especially in childhood, which we’ll discuss in more detail when we address theories of socialization. If you love books, for example, a symbolic interactionist might propose that you learned that
books are good or important in the interactions you had with family, friends, school, or church; maybe your family had a special reading time each week, getting your library card was treated as a special event, or bedtime stories were associated with warmth and comfort. Figure 1. In symbolic interactionism, people actively shape their social world.
This image shows janitorial workers on strike in Santa Monica, California. A symbolic interactionist would be interested in the interactions between these protestors and the messages they communicate. Social scientists who apply symbolic-interactionist thinking look for patterns of interaction between individuals. Their studies often involve
observation of one-on-one interactions. For example, while a conflict theorist studying a political protest might focus on class difference, a symbolic interactionist would be more interested in how individuals in the protesting group interact, as well as the signs and symbols protesters use to communicate their message and to negotiate and thus
develop shared meanings. The focus on the importance of interaction in building a society led sociologists like Erving Goffman (1922-1982) to develop a technique called dramaturgical analysis. Goffman used theater as an analogy for social interaction and recognized that people’s interactions showed patterns of cultural “scripts.” Since it can be
unclear what part a person may play in a given situation, as we all occupy multiple roles in a given day (i.e., student, friend, son/ daughter, employee, etc.), one has to improvise his or her role as the situation unfolds (Goffman 1958). Studies that use the symbolic interactionist perspective are more likely to use qualitative research methods, such as in-
depth interviews or participant observation, because they seek to understand the symbolic worlds in which research subjects live. Constructivism is an extension of symbolic interaction theory which proposes that reality is what humans cognitively construct it to be. We develop social constructs based on interactions with others, and those constructs
that last over time are those that have meanings which are widely agreed-upon or generally accepted by most within the society. The main tenets of symbolic interactionism are explained in the following video. Criticism Research done from this perspective is often scrutinized because of the difficulty of remaining objective. Others criticize the
extremely narrow focus on symbolic interaction. Proponents, of course, consider this one of its greatest strengths and generally use research methods that will allow extended observation and/or substantive interviews to provide depth rather than breadth. Interactionists are also criticized for not paying enough attention to social institutions and
structural constraints. For example, the interactions between a police officer and a Black man are different than the interactions between a police officer and a white man. Addressing systemic inequalities within the criminal justice system, including pervasive racism, is essential for an interactionist understanding of face-to-face interactions.
constructivism: an extension of symbolic interaction theory which proposes that reality is what humans cognitively construct it to be dramaturgical analysis: a technique sociologists use in which they view society through the metaphor of theatrical performance, including role improvisation looking-glass self: concept that the development of self
occurs through interactions with others, based on our understanding of how others perceive us symbolic interactionism: a theoretical perspective through which scholars examine the relationship of individuals within their society by studying their communication (language and symbols) (1 days ago) Symbolic interactionism, in concert with related,
interpretive theoretical approaches, might be particularly suited to address how bodies are “lived, experienced, and expressed in ... Category: Health Show Health Symbolic interactionism is a sociological perspective that views society and its norms as products of everyday interactions of individuals. I’ve always found the theory to be best understood
in contrast to functionalism. In functionalism, society is believed to have been made by the elites and social institutions. To functionalists, we are just pawns with no power to change and shape our societies. By contrast, from the perspective of the symbolic interactionism, it’s not the powerful and elites who shape society. It's us! Every time we have a
conversation with someone, we are participating in the production of culture (Powell, 2014). Every consumer choice we make (this brand, not that brand) or YouTube video we upload feeds into the cultural milieu, contributing to the process of building a shared society and culture. This theory, originally formulated by George Herbert Mead,
emphasizes that meaning is spread through language and symbols. Handshakes, words, sentences, and movies tell meaningful stories (Stryker, 2017). The power of this perspective is that we don’t just participate in society - we create it! Take, for example, each generation young people introducing new words into language or a new form of music
emerging through a subculture that soon becomes a mainstream part of the wider culture in a society. Key Points in this Article Symbolic interactionism sees society as an outcome of everyday social interactions. Unlike functionalism, symbolic interactionism believes individuals shape society, not social institutions. This perspective originates from
George Herbert Mead. Language and symbols help individuals negotiate and understand shared meanings. Our sense of self is shaped by social interactions and constantly evolves with experiences. People possess agency, meaning we aren’t just influenced by society but also have the ability to influence it in return. Critics argue symbolic
interactionism lacks generalizability and neglects macro structures. Symbolic Interactionism’s premise - that society is constructed through the everyday interactions of everyday people - has been used by a range of theorists, but there are some core key themes that underpin the theory overall. These include: Meaning, the first theme, plays a crucial
role in symbolic interactions. We in society have created shared meanings that are passed-on through interaction (Powell, 2014). We tend to understand an action or thing based on the meaning assigned to it. For example, if a person sees another person waving, they may interpret it as a greeting. Here, an interaction has led to a shared meaning.
Thus, we can see that meanings form the basis of human interaction. In symbolic interactionism, language and signs are another crucial theme. Through a process of negotiation, people assign meaning to words and symbols (Stryker, 2017). For example, an unfamiliar slang term may mean nothing to you, until a friend explains it. Thereafter, you have
assigned meaning to that slang term and can understand what it signifies when used in a conversation. Similarly, hand signals like the waving a fist have become meaningful - in the context of a waving fist, it generally means you are angry. We can see here that words emerge and help us to generate meaning. While symbolic interactionists have
tended to focus on how meaning is produced through interactions, they also acknowledge that we can also have interactions with ourself in the form of thoughts (Quist-Adade, 2019). Thinking, according to symbolic interactionists, is the internal conversation that employs symbols and language. You can think of it as an internal discussion using
symbols and meanings to know what’s happening around us. For instance, when deciding to join a gym or a fitness club, you would weigh the pros (like improved health) and cons (like fees and travel distance) before deciding. The fourth theme of symbolic interactionism is the concept of ‘the self’. According to this theory, the self is a product of social
interaction and continuously evolves based on experiences (Aksan et al., 2099). For instance, if you realize that your jokes consistently make people laugh, you may perceive yourself as a funny person, incorporating it into your self-identity (Scott, 2016). Similarly, if people don’t laugh at your jokes, you might start thinking you’'re un-cool or un-funny.
Importantly, we tend to determine our sense of self based upon how others interact with us and react to us. We’re fundamentally social selves. I'll cover this in more detail later when I explain the ‘looking glass self’ by Cooley. The final theme in symbolic interactionism is the relation between human agency and society (Powell, 2014). Symbolic
interactionism argues that individuals are both products and producers of society. While society shapes us through external influences and norms (such as the expectation to get a job), we also influence society by pushing back against these norms or creating new ones (like entrepreneurs forging new business paths). This key theme is important
because it differentiates symbolic interaction from the two other key sociological paradigms - conflict theory and functionalism (Quist-Adade, 2019). Both the other theories assume we lack much agency, meaning we are simply victims of institutions and norms that control us and restrain us. Go Deeper: Symbolic Interaction Examples George Herbert
Mead is instrumental in developing the groundwork of symbolic interactionism. Mead posits that the mind and self-construct occur within social contexts. His contributions to the social and behavioral sciences pioneered the understanding that humans interact based on symbols that carry shared meanings. For example, traffic signals red and green
become symbols for stop and go, facilitating interaction between drivers on the road. One of Mead’s significant contributions is the idea of the ‘self’ as a social structure (Powell, 2014). He divided the ‘self’ into ‘I' and ‘me’ components: The ‘I’ represents the spontaneous, unpredictable part of the self The ‘me’ represents the internalized societal
expectations and norms. (Quist-Adade, 2019) For instance, when deciding whether to donate to charity, the ‘I’ might be driven by natural compassion and the ‘me’ might consider societal expectations about its importance. These concepts focus on the way individuals understand themselves and respond to situations based on their perception of
societal norms, shaping our construction of social reality. Building upon the foundations laid by predecessors like Mead, Blumer further advanced the concept, giving it its name— symbolic interactions. By his definition, this theory revolves around how individuals assign meanings to things, actions, and other people, then use these symbolic meanings
to guide their behavior (Stryker, 2017). A real-world example might be the symbolic meaning attached to a professional suit, often perceived as representing professionalism and seriousness. Moreover, Blumer delineated three foundational premises for symbolic interactionism: First, human beings act towards things based on meanings they ascribe
to those things. Second, the meaning of such things comes from social interaction. Lastly, these meanings are modified through an interpretative process each person employs in their interactions with symbolic cues (Quist-Adade, 2019). Charles Horton Cooley (1902) enriched the dialogue on symbolic interactionism despite it not being formally
established during his time. However, his ideas greatly influenced the approach and off-shoot theories like role theory. Specifically, his concept of the “looking-glass self” has been highly influential. The “looking-glass self” theory states that individuals define their identity through the perception of how they believe others view them (Scott, 2016). For
example, if a student perceives that teachers consider him intelligent, he may internalize this image and reflect it in his actions, potentially resulting in better grades. Furthermore, Cooley’s work in social organization noted the significance of communication in the formation of society. He believed that society is an interweaving and interworking of
mental selves, emphasizing the power of interactions in shaping our identities and societal structure. By weaving the threads of interaction, interpretation, and response, Cooley set the stage for a deeper understanding of society under symbolic interactions. Symbolic interactionism generally favors the qualitative methodologies of participant
observation, interviewing, and interpretive analysis. Such methods lend themselves well to the exploration of the subjective experiences and interpretations of individuals. Participant observation involves the researcher immersing themselves in the group or social setting being studied, directly observing and often participating in the actions of the
group (Powell, 2014). For instance, a researcher exploring workplace dynamics may integrate themselves into a company, working alongside other employees. This method allows for direct examination of the group’s actions, interactions, and symbol uses in their natural context. Interviewing, another essential method used by symbolic interactionists,
may conduct structured, semi-structured, or unstructured interviews to provide insight into an individual’s experiences, perceptions, and motivations. During the interview process, symbolic interactionists pay close attention to the language used by the interviewee, as language is a significant reflection of social symbols and processes (Quist-Adade,
2019). Candidate interviews for a job, for example, offer insights into the individual’s representation of self and societal values. Interpretive analysis involves the researcher unpacking the symbols, meanings, and interactions noted during data collection to make sense of social contexts and institutions (Stryker, 2017). This approach to analysis allows
symbolic interactionists to move beyond basic descriptions of social phenomena, instead developing nuanced and thorough understandings of social life and human interaction. These tools and methods, consistent with the tenets of symbolic interactionism, allow researchers to explore the intricate processes of interaction, interpretation, and
adaptation by which individuals create and navigate their social realities. The most compelling criticisms of symbolic interactionism are: The first criticism is the lack of generalizable findings. Due to its emphasis on qualitative methodologies and small-scale studies, symbolic interactionism often explores specific situations or small social groups
(Powell, 2014). While these investigations yield in-depth analysis of these contexts, the findings may not transfer to larger populations or different environments. For example, a study analyzing the dynamics of a small rural community may not apply to a bustling urban city. Second, symbolic interactionism’s focus on micro-sociological factors has
meant that it’s been criticized for its limited consideration of macro social structures, like institutions and societal norms, that exert considerable influence on individual behavior. Critics argue that while interaction and interpretation are crucial, societal structures and institutions (such as schools, government, or religion) greatly impact individual
and group behavior. Thus, focusing solely on symbols and meanings may overlook these significant influences (Quist-Adade, 2019). Third, symbolic interactionism is often critiqued for the subjectivity of its methodologies. This critique was most prominently pushed by Gouldner (1971) who saw qualitative research as a ‘crisis’ for sociology. Because
symbolic interactionism relies heavily on qualitative research methods and interpretation, it depends a lot on the researcher’s insights and interpretations. For instance, two different researchers might interpret the same symbolic communication in two entirely different ways (Stryker, 2017). See Also: Limitations of Qualitative Research Fourthly,
there is a criticism regarding the absence of quantitative measures (Powell, 2014). Symbolic interactionism, due to its inherent nature, doesn’t allow for quantifiable measurements or empirical credibility. This might make it harder to test the theories or to make wider and more objective conclusions about social phenomena. Lastly, symbolic
interactionism is often criticized for not adequately focusing on power dynamics. Critics argue that the theory does not sufficiently consider how differences in power affect communication and symbolism within social interactions (Stryker, 2017). For example, an employee and employer might interpret and produce symbols differently due to their
power dynamics. Aksan, N., Kisac, B., Aydin, M., & Demirbuken, S. (2009). Symbolic interaction theory. Procedia-Social and Behavioral Sciences, 1(1), 902-904. Cooley, C.H. (1902) Human nature and the social order. Charles Scribner’s Sons. Gouldner, A. (1971). The Coming Crisis of Western Sociology. London: Heinemann. Powell, J. L. (2014).
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Symbolic interactionism studies how people create social meaning through their interactions with others.People's beliefs, not just facts, shape their behaviors and social bonds through subjective meanings.Critics argue symbolic interactionism overlooks larger societal influences, like systemic racism and media impact. The symbolic interaction
perspective, also called symbolic interactionism, is a major framework of the sociological theory. This perspective relies on the symbolic meaning that people develop and build upon in the process of social interaction. Although symbolic interactionism traces its origins to Max Weber's assertion that individuals act according to their interpretation of
the meaning of their world, the American philosopher George Herbert Mead introduced this perspective to American sociology in the 1920s. Symbolic interaction theory analyzes society by addressing the subjective meanings that people impose on objects, events, and behaviors. Subjective meanings are given primacy because it is believed that
people behave based on what they believe and not just on what is objectively true. Thus, society is thought to be socially constructed through human interpretation. People interpret one another’s behavior, and it is these interpretations that form the social bond. These interpretations are called the “definition of the situation.” For example, why would
young people smoke cigarettes even when all objective medical evidence points to the dangers of doing so? The answer is in the definition of the situation that people create. Studies find that teenagers are well informed about the risks of tobacco, but they also think that smoking is cool, that they will be safe from harm, and that smoking projects a
positive image to their peers. So, the symbolic meaning of smoking overrides the facts regarding smoking and risk. Some fundamental aspects of our social experience and identities, like race and gender, can be understood through the symbolic interactionist lens. Having no biological bases at all, both race and gender are social constructs that
function based on what we believe to be true about people, given what they look like. We use socially constructed meanings of race and gender to help us decide who to interact with, how to do so, and to help us determine, sometimes inaccurately, the meaning of a person's words or actions. One shocking example of how this theoretical concept plays
out within the social construct of race is manifested in the fact that many people, regardless of race, believe that lighter skinned Blacks and Latinos are smarter than their darker skinned counterparts. This phenomenon, called colorism, occurs because of the racist stereotype that has been encoded in skin color over centuries. Concerning gender, we
see the problematic way in which meaning is attached to the symbols "man" and "woman" in the sexist trend of college students routinely rating male professors more highly than female ones. Or, in pay inequality based on gender. Critics of this theory claim that symbolic interactionism neglects the macro level of social interpretation. In other words,
symbolic interactionists may miss the more significant issues of society by focusing too closely on the “trees” rather than the “forest.” The perspective also receives criticism for slighting the influence of social forces and institutions on individual interactions. In the case of smoking, a symbolic interactionist perspective might miss the powerful role
that the institution of mass media plays in shaping perceptions of smoking through advertising, and by portraying smoking in film and television. In the cases of race and gender, this perspective would not account for social forces like systemic racism or gender discrimination, which strongly influence what we believe race and gender mean.



