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Symbolic	interaction	theory	examples

Symbolic	interactionism	is	a	sociological	theory	of	communication	that	came	out	of	the	University	of	Chicago	in	the	early	20th	century	that	espouses	that	communication	in	a	society	is	based	on	linguistic,	visual,	and	gestural	symbols	and	understanding	is	subjective	and	shared.	So,	what	does	this	mean,	exactly?As	humans	and	as	members	of	a	society,
we	learn	to	understand	through	our	interaction	with	symbols,	including	the	letters	of	our	language	that	make	up	words.	For	example,	the	word	"cat"	does	not	have	meaning	in	and	of	itself.	However,	we	understand	what	"cat"	means	through	our	social	interactions	with	others	and	with	actual	"cats."	What	"cat"	means	is	reinforced	through	our
interactions	with	others	and	with	the	shared	meaning	that	we	have	of	this	word.	While	"cat"	may	seem	to	be	a	straightforward	symbol,	there	are	other	words	and	symbols	in	our	culture	that	are	not	so	straightforward.	This	is	where	the	subjectivity	of	symbolic	interactionism	comes	in.	For	example,	the	word	"wife"	can	mean	different	things	to	different
people.	If	a	husband	and	wife	have	different	ideas	of	what	this	word	actually	means,	their	marriage	may	be	full	of	conflict.	Based	on	the	theory	of	symbolic	interactionism,	when	a	society	has	consensus	around	what	a	symbol	means	(i.e.	"cat"),	communication	is	clear.	When	consensus	does	not	exist,	then	communication	becomes	more	problematic.
More	Examples	to	Demonstrate	Symbolic	Interactionism	There	has	been	much	controversy	in	the	past	few	years	over	the	American	Flag	and	what	it	symbolizes.	For	many	years,	the	American	Flag	was	understood	to	be	a	symbol	of	national	pride	and	freedom.	Over	time,	different	minority	groups	have	questioned	the	meaning	of	the	flag,	and	some
groups	interpret	it	as	a	sign	of	oppression	or	disenfranchisement.	The	subjectivity	of	the	symbol	has	caused	a	divide	in	our	culture	because	consensus	is	not	clear.	The	meaning	of	the	"rainbow"	has	changed	over	time	in	our	culture.	Once,	it	was	a	Christian	symbol-and	it	still	is-of	hope,	as	God	placed	a	rainbow	in	the	sky	after	the	Great	Flood.
However,	in	today's	popular	culture,	the	rainbow	symbolizes	the	LGBTQ	community.	At	one	time,	as	this	change	was	occurring,	there	was	not	a	consensus	regarding	the	meaning	of	the	rainbow;	however,	in	today's	culture,	the	rainbow	is	pretty	universally	recognized	as	a	symbol	of	the	LGBTQ	community.	In	the	same	way,	the	meaning	of	the	word
"gay"	has	changed	over	time.	In	the	early	20th	century,	the	word	"gay"	meant	happy	and	light-hearted.	In	today's	society,	there	is	consensus	that	this	word	refers	to	homosexuality.	Symbolic	interactionism	stands	as	one	of	the	major	theoretical	frameworks	in	sociology,	offering	profound	insights	into	how	individuals	create	and	negotiate	meaning
through	social	interactions.	This	perspective	examines	the	subtle	ways	symbols,	language,	and	interactions	shape	our	understanding	of	reality	and	influence	social	behavior.	Unlike	macro-level	theories	that	focus	on	broad	social	structures,	symbolic	interactionism	in	sociology	zooms	in	on	everyday	human	interactions,	providing	a	micro-level	lens
through	which	we	can	understand	the	social	world.The	symbolic	interactionism	sociology	definition	highlights	how	people	act	toward	things	based	on	the	meanings	those	things	have	for	them,	and	these	meanings	emerge	from	social	interactions	with	others.	This	article	explores	the	foundational	concepts,	key	theorists,	practical	examples,	and
contemporary	applications	of	this	influential	perspective	that	continues	to	provide	valuable	insights	into	human	social	behavior.To	define	symbolic	interactionism	in	sociology	properly,	we	must	trace	its	intellectual	roots.	The	theory	emerged	in	the	early	20th	century	at	the	University	of	Chicago,	where	sociologists	sought	to	understand	how	individuals
interpret	and	construct	social	reality.	George	Herbert	Mead,	considered	the	founder	of	this	perspective,	provided	the	philosophical	foundations,	while	Herbert	Blumer	later	coined	the	term	“symbolic	interactionism”	and	formalized	its	key	principles.The	definition	of	symbolic	interactionism	in	sociology	centers	on	three	core	premises	established	by
Blumer:Humans	act	toward	things	based	on	the	meanings	those	things	have	for	themMeaning	arises	from	social	interaction	with	othersMeanings	are	handled	and	modified	through	an	interpretative	processUnlike	functionalist	or	conflict	theories	that	emphasize	social	structures,	symbolic	interactionism	sociology	focuses	on	how	individuals	actively
create	and	modify	meaning	through	interaction.	This	theoretical	approach	recognizes	that	reality	is	not	fixed	but	continuously	negotiated	through	symbolic	communication.Understanding	what	is	symbolic	interactionism	in	sociology	requires	familiarity	with	several	essential	concepts	that	form	the	foundation	of	this	perspective.Mead	proposed	that	the
self	develops	through	social	interaction	rather	than	being	innately	present	at	birth.	He	distinguished	between	the	“I”	(subjective	component)	and	the	“me”	(social	component)	aspects	of	self-identity.	Building	on	this,	Charles	Horton	Cooley	introduced	the	concept	of	the	“looking-glass	self,”	suggesting	that	our	self-perception	is	shaped	by	how	we
believe	others	perceive	us.	This	ongoing	reflexive	process	illustrates	how	personal	identity	is	fundamentally	social	in	nature.W.I.	Thomas	provided	another	crucial	contribution	with	his	concept	of	the	“definition	of	the	situation,”	which	can	be	summarized	by	his	famous	theorem:	“If	men	define	situations	as	real,	they	are	real	in	their	consequences.”
This	highlights	how	our	interpretations	shape	our	actions,	regardless	of	objective	reality.	Symbolic	interactionism	theory	sociology	emphasizes	that	people	respond	to	their	subjective	understanding	of	situations	rather	than	purely	objective	conditions.Role-taking,	the	ability	to	mentally	put	ourselves	in	another’s	position,	enables	us	to	anticipate	others’
responses	and	adjust	our	behavior	accordingly.	This	process	depends	on	significant	symbols	(gestures	or	words	with	shared	meanings)	that	facilitate	communication.	Language	serves	as	the	ultimate	system	of	significant	symbols,	allowing	humans	to	coordinate	complex	social	activities	and	develop	shared	understandings.The	abstract	concepts	of
symbolic	interactionism	come	to	life	through	everyday	examples	that	demonstrate	how	meaning	emerges	from	interaction.	Here	are	several	symbolic	interactionism	sociology	examples	that	illustrate	this	perspective’s	practical	applications:In	educational	settings,	students	and	teachers	constantly	engage	in	symbolic	interaction.	A	raised	hand
symbolizes	a	question	or	desire	to	speak.	The	physical	arrangement	of	desks	communicates	authority	relationships.	Grades	serve	as	symbols	that	convey	academic	achievement	and	shape	students’	self-concepts.	These	interactions	create	a	shared	understanding	of	appropriate	classroom	behavior	that	everyone	navigates	daily.Modern	digital
communication	provides	fascinating	examples	of	sociology	symbolic	interactionism.	Emojis	function	as	significant	symbols	that	help	convey	tone	and	emotion	in	text-based	interactions.	The	meaning	of	these	symbols	isn’t	inherent	but	emerges	through	collective	use	and	interpretation.	A	simple	thumbs-up	emoji	can	signify	approval,	acknowledgment,
or	even	sarcasm,	depending	on	the	context	and	relationship	between	communicators.This	shift	to	online	communication	also	reveals	the	digital	looking-glass	self—a	version	of	Cooley’s	concept	applied	to	social	media	and	messaging.	People	continuously	adjust	how	they	present	themselves	based	on	feedback	from	likes,	comments,	and
followers.	Professional	environments	feature	rich	symbolic	interactions	through	dress	codes,	office	layouts,	and	communication	practices.	The	corner	office	symbolizes	status	and	power.	Professional	titles	establish	authority	relationships.	Even	small	rituals	like	coffee	breaks	create	shared	meanings	and	group	solidarity.	These	symbols	help	employees
navigate	complex	workplace	hierarchies	and	expectations.Dating	and	relationship	rituals	perfectly	demonstrate	symbolic	interactionism	sociology	in	action.	The	meaning	of	giving	flowers,	exchanging	rings,	or	sharing	social	media	passwords	emerges	through	interaction	rather	than	being	inherently	significant.	Different	cultures	and	generations
interpret	these	symbols	differently,	showing	how	meaning	is	socially	constructed	and	contextual.While	symbolic	interactionism	offers	valuable	insights,	it	has	some	key	limitations:Overemphasis	on	individual	agency:	Critics	argue	it	downplays	structural	factors	like	class,	race,	and	gender.Neglect	of	power	and	institutions:	Its	micro-level	focus	can
miss	how	social	structures	shape	interactions.Methodological	challenges:	Studying	subjective	meanings	objectively	is	difficult,	especially	through	qualitative	methods.Despite	these	issues,	symbolic	interactionism	continues	to	evolve.	Contemporary	scholars	are	addressing	these	critiques	by	incorporating	structural	context	while	maintaining	the
theory’s	core	emphasis	on	meaning-making	through	interaction.Symbolic	interactionism	continues	to	offer	valuable	insights	across	various	areas	of	modern	life.	Here	are	key	domains	where	the	theory	is	actively	applied:Healthcare	CommunicationResearchers	use	symbolic	interactionism	to	examine	how	doctor-patient	interactions	shape	medical
outcomes.	For	example,	the	way	a	patient	interprets	a	diagnosis	or	the	symbols	used	in	medical	language	can	impact	treatment	adherence	and	emotional	response.Illness	identities	(e.g.,	“cancer	survivor”	or	“chronic	pain	patient”)	are	socially	negotiated,	not	just	biologically	defined.Digital	Sociology	and	Online	IdentitySymbolic	interactionism	helps
explain	how	people	construct	identities	on	social	media.	Profile	pictures,	emojis,	usernames,	and	status	updates	all	function	as	symbolic	cues	that	shape	how	others	perceive	us.Online	communities	develop	their	own	shared	meanings,	norms,	and	rituals—mirroring	real-world	social	interaction.Social	Movements	and	FramingActivists	use	symbols,
slogans,	and	narratives	to	frame	issues	in	ways	that	resonate	with	the	public.	For	instance,	hashtags	like	#MeToo	or	#BlackLivesMatter	carry	powerful	symbolic	meanings	shaped	through	collective	interaction.The	theory	helps	scholars	analyze	how	collective	identities	and	shared	understandings	form	the	backbone	of	mobilization	efforts.Erving
Goffman’s	Dramaturgical	AnalysisGoffman	extended	symbolic	interactionism	by	comparing	social	interaction	to	a	theatrical	performance.	People	act	differently	in	public	(“front	stage”)	than	they	do	in	private	(“backstage”).His	framework	is	widely	used	in	media	studies,	psychology,	and	sociology	to	understand	impression	management,	social	roles,
and	institutional	behavior.Technology	and	Changing	Communication	NormsAs	new	platforms	like	messaging	apps	and	virtual	reality	evolve,	symbolic	interactionism	provides	tools	to	analyze	how	symbols	and	norms	shift.For	instance,	what	a	“seen”	message	or	a	lack	of	response	symbolizes	in	digital	contexts	can	influence	relationship	dynamics,
similar	to	non-verbal	cues	in	face-to-face	interaction.Researchers	who	embrace	symbolic	interactionism	typically	employ	qualitative	methodologies	that	capture	subjective	meanings	and	interpretive	processes.	The	symbolic	interactionism	definition	sociology	relies	on—a	focus	on	meaning-making	through	interaction—guides	the	use	of	methods	like
participant	observation	and	in-depth	interviews.Participant	observation	allows	researchers	to	immerse	themselves	in	social	settings	to	understand	how	participants	create	and	negotiate	meaning.	In-depth	interviews	enable	subjects	to	express	their	interpretations	in	their	own	words.	Ethnography	provides	rich	descriptions	of	how	symbols	function
within	specific	cultural	contexts.These	methods	align	with	the	perspective’s	emphasis	on	understanding	social	reality	from	the	participants’	viewpoint.	While	quantitative	approaches	can	complement	these	methods,	symbolic	interactionists	generally	prioritize	verstehen—interpretive	understanding—over	statistical	generalization.Symbolic
interactionism	offers	a	powerful	lens	to	understand	how	people	create	and	share	meaning	through	everyday	interactions.	From	classrooms	to	digital	spaces,	it	shows	that	social	reality	isn’t	fixed.	Instead,	it’s	constantly	shaped	by	how	we	interpret	and	respond	to	others.	The	symbolic	interactionism	sociology	simple	definition—how	meaning	is	created
through	social	interaction—remains	essential	to	understanding	the	social	world	around	us.	Share	—	copy	and	redistribute	the	material	in	any	medium	or	format	for	any	purpose,	even	commercially.	Adapt	—	remix,	transform,	and	build	upon	the	material	for	any	purpose,	even	commercially.	The	licensor	cannot	revoke	these	freedoms	as	long	as	you
follow	the	license	terms.	Attribution	—	You	must	give	appropriate	credit	,	provide	a	link	to	the	license,	and	indicate	if	changes	were	made	.	You	may	do	so	in	any	reasonable	manner,	but	not	in	any	way	that	suggests	the	licensor	endorses	you	or	your	use.	ShareAlike	—	If	you	remix,	transform,	or	build	upon	the	material,	you	must	distribute	your
contributions	under	the	same	license	as	the	original.	No	additional	restrictions	—	You	may	not	apply	legal	terms	or	technological	measures	that	legally	restrict	others	from	doing	anything	the	license	permits.	You	do	not	have	to	comply	with	the	license	for	elements	of	the	material	in	the	public	domain	or	where	your	use	is	permitted	by	an	applicable
exception	or	limitation	.	No	warranties	are	given.	The	license	may	not	give	you	all	of	the	permissions	necessary	for	your	intended	use.	For	example,	other	rights	such	as	publicity,	privacy,	or	moral	rights	may	limit	how	you	use	the	material.	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
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