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      Lecture 5:  Basic Concepts of Symbolic Interactionism

Now that we have outlined the domain of social psychology, discussed various theoretical approaches, and elaborated the general nature of symbolic interactionism in response, it is time to outline the basic concepts of symbolic interactionism.


Concepts, which select certain aspects of the empirical world for special scrutiny while backgrounding others, are the elementary building blocks of theories. Theories are organized sets of statements expressing relationships between concepts. The former depict what is important about certain aspects of the world; the latter link them together to make explanatory or predictive statements about the world. Symbolic interactionism uses an interlocking set of concepts in its portrayal of the human social world in this way. While the broader design may not be initially apparent, these link together to form a consistent and useful whole.





                (1) Symbols:

Significant symbols are the most important building block in the S.I. analysis of human conduct. This is a vocal or other kind of gesture that arouses in the one using it the same response as it arouses in those to whom it is directed. Because humans can use such significant symbols, they can interact with each other on the basis of meanings. Their responses to each other depend on the interpretation of symbols rather than merely on the enactment of responses they have been conditioned to make. They engage in symbolic interaction. Thus, we must explicate the nature of symbols and the implications of using them.


We can begin by considering the concept of a sign and the idea that signs influence behavior. A sign is something that stands for something else (e.g. smoke signals fire). A sign can only exist if there is an organism capable of perceiving and responding to it in some way (e.g. smoke is only a sign if a creature perceives it as reflecting a source of fire and retreats). How do signs influence behavior? Individuals learn to associate signs with other things or events. For example, a dog salivating at the sound of the can opener is a direct, conditioned response just like Pavlov’s dog. One stimulus, or sign, gradually acquires the power to elicit behavior that once required another stimulus. Even if the sign is intrinsically of no importance to the animal, it acquires importance when the animal learns that it is associated with an important stimulus.


Conditioned responses are important to the behavior of any animal, including humans. The signs we learn to respond to often occur before, or at a distance from the important events with which they become associated. This enables them to act in ways that may well be more effective than if they relied only on direct responses (e.g. getting burned by fire). Signs of danger or pleasure (such as food) give animals a head start on their adaptive responses to the situations they face. Even though the environment is still in the driver’s seat, adaptive responses confer a certain degree of freedom or mastery over one’s environment.


However, animals differ in the ways that they can respond to signs. In some cases they are tied almost automatically together (e.g. dog’s salivation), while in other cases animals seem to have greater freedom or mastery (e.g. a chicken will pace along a fence separating it from food, while a dog will search for a break in the fence - responding to more than just the food alone). The fog is able to respond to the food, the fence, and the break, while the chicken can only be frustrated by its inability to get to the food.  For the more complex response of the dog (or other higher organisms), there appears to be a delay between the sign or signs of something of importance and the initiation of action. Instead of immediate action, there is an inhibited response where information is processed and a more complex response formulated based on associations between several signs. This enables the animal to anticipate events by responding to advance signs. The capacity for more complex forms of conditioning not only adds to what the animal can anticipate, but also stretches out the period of time during which it does the anticipating.


Thus far, we have only discussed natural signs. They are already there in nature and the animal has to learn to make the connections and respond accordingly. Imagine, however, an animal capable of creating signs: producing things or events that it can associate with other things or events. Imagine, further, an animal that can learn to respond to the signs it has created in the same way that it has previously responded to the actual things or events for which they stand. Finally, imagine that such signs are shared by a group of such animals and learned in a group context - rather than just individually. Such invented or conventional signs are what symbolic interactionists refer to when they talk about symbols. A symbol is a conventional sign. A thing or event associated with some other thing or event - but produced and controlled by the very animals that have learned to respond to it. It has no natural connection with that for which it stands. It does not occur “in nature,” nor is it a fixed part of the environment over which the animal has no control. Rather, it has an entirely arbitrary relationship to what it represents - a relationship that has been created by and is shared among a group of animals.


Human language constitutes the most important and powerful set of symbols we can identify. Words that name various things, relationships and events have no inherent connection with the things whose place they take - various sounds for an item in different languages have nothing to do with the things themselves, but only has meaning within a community of speakers who agree on their significance.


Symbols are like other signs in several respects. Whoever would use the symbol must learn the connection between it and its subject: the event or object it means to the group. Secondly, we respond to symbols in the same way as we do to that which they signify. The term elicits a response from those who have learned to respond to them (e.g. elements of anticipation and delay - in advance and at a distance).


Not all symbols take the form of spoken or written words - although for all practical purposes language is key. Things may also be symbols (e.g. flags standing for nations, causes, evaluative responses). Similarly, hand gestures and facial expressions have symbolic import (e.g. the finger, emotional facial expressions). 


Symbols have two additional characteristics that make them a particularly important form of sign. First, they are public. Unlike other animals who must subjectively learn the meaning of signs for themselves in their environment, shared symbols have public meaning. When a word is uttered, it is heard by both the speaker and others around him or her. Secondly, symbols can be employed even in the absence of things they signify. Natural signs only occur when the things they stand for are present or occur. Not so with symbols. While the environment controls the appearance of natural signs, the user controls the appearance of a symbol - possibly invoking them well in advance or well after the thing or event they signify.


Some would argue that the human capacity to use symbols is perhaps the single-most important development in the evolution of the human species. While our primate cousins can be taught to use rudimentary symbols, humans are nevertheless the only species in which the development of symbols has gone so far that our very evolution and existence as a species centers on our ability to organize our responses to the environment using symbols. To understand why this is the case, we need to look in greater detail at the consequences of symbols for human conduct and relationship to the environment.


Three factors are key:

1. Symbols transform the very nature of the environment in which the human species lives;

2. Symbols make it possible for the behavioral dispositions, or attitudes, of one individual to be reproduced in another person;

3. Symbols make it possible for the individual to be a part of the very environment to which he or she responds.


Symbols transform the human environment, first, because they expand its spatial and temporal scope beyond the present as defined by the nature and acuteness of their senses or their physical capabilities. For humans, who can use symbols as a means of imagining what is not present but might be, or what was once present and may be present again at some point in the future. Because symbols are not tied to the actual presence of the things for which they stand, we can invoke them even when those things may be at quite a distance in space and time. This quite literally means that symbols expand our world to whatever we can imagine.


Symbols also transform the human environment by making it a named environment. Names substitute for things, enabling us to bring the external world inside our minds and manipulate it in fairly complex, but economical ways. We do not need to picture the world literally there because of the efficient shorthand that such symbols provide. But there is more to naming than economy of effort, for names also transform the environment from the relatively concrete and particular into a relatively abstract and general one. While experiencing each sign and the event for which it stands as a unique and separate event, there is some rudimentary generalization involved in learning how to recognize, respond, and to understand it as similar or different than another. Naming an object (e.g. house) not only labels it, but generalizes to others in the same category, enabling us to recognize them.


Symbols also transform the nature of the environment by making it possible for us to create things by creating names. There is not a limited set of tangible things to name in our environment, but a great number of abstract and imaginary objects that have no tangible existence (e.g. love, liberty, responsibility and respect, for example, are something more than physical, visible, particular things. They are more abstract than dogs and houses, but clearly matter to us). Thus, the abstracting and generalizing quality of symbols means that we can invent things by inventing names. The environment is, to a considerable extent, a product of our names for it.


These same properties also make it possible to attach more than one symbol to the same tangible thing (e.g. books can also be called doorstops if used for that purpose).


The second major consequence of symbols is their capacity to reproduce the behavioral dispositions or attitudes of one individual in one or more other individuals. While natural signs are inherently private, tied to the thing signified, and not under the animal’s control, symbols are by their nature public, have meaning only because they are shared by a community of speakers, and can be invoked at will even in the absence of the things they stand for. A symbol user may invoke a symbol either as a way of imagining the presence of the signified or as a way of signaling its presence. When one person speaks a word and others hear it, they share a response to the symbol (e.g. saying “I smell something burning” arouses others’ response: attention to /searching for the same thing in the environment). 


Thus, symbolic communication consists of the arousal of shared responses among two or more individuals by the use of the symbol. Yet, it is important to recognize that not all communication is symbolic. Animals, such as in the earlier example of two dogs growling and baring teeth, engage in what is known as “the conversation of gestures” where each act serves as a sign to which the other has learned to respond. The beginning part of each act (e.g. growling) is a gesture or sign that signifies the impending act and keys an appropriate, conditioned response in the other. There is no reflection, however, no choice on the part of the dog: the response is fixed either by conditioning or genetics.


In symbolic communication, this essentially involuntary sequence of responses is replaced by the voluntary use of symbols to arouse shared responses in a group of symbol users. Instead of merely responding to one another’s acts, symbol users can respond jointly to a situation because the response of one can be recreated easily in another. It is important to understand that the attitude of the other that is implied by his or her use of a symbol is something that I may designate with another symbol. For example, if another calls out “fire,” I may designate this to be legitimate, a mistake or a joke. Hence, symbols make shared responses possible but do not guarantee them. The fact that symbols may be invoked without the presence of the things or events they stand for means that humans sometimes have to apply symbols to symbols, distinguishing between truth and falsity, sincerity and deception, reality and illusion. The world of shared meanings is potentially tricky, deceptive, and calls on them to interpret the symbols others use.


One final consequence of the use of symbols: its impact on the distinction between the organism and its environment. With animals, one is clearly outside the other. However, with humans, who create and use symbols to designate their external environment, it becomes possible to designate one another as entities in their environment. Indeed, symbol users use their own names as designations for themselves. Hence, the symbolic capacity makes the organism a part of its own environment. Because it can name itself, it can respond to and act toward itself.


It isn’t surprising that animals who have learned to use symbols to deal with their environment would use them on one another. As social animals with shared symbols, the human coordination of activities is improved further when they name one another, and when individuals can name themselves. Indeed, to use a name for oneself is to acquire a self, to become one of the objects in the environment toward which the individual can - and must - act.


Such a development is as revolutionary as the symbol itself. By participating in a community of symbol users in which a person is designated symbolically, and in which s/he can use the symbol for self, the individual takes on a completely new relationship to his or her own existence. No longer just an organism acting in relation to an external environment, the person acts toward an environment of which s/he is part. Indeed, it is when the capacity to respond to oneself as a part of the world develops that we can speak of a dawning of self-consciousness, for it is only then that we can think of organisms as being aware of their own actions. The organism that minds itself is aware of itself as a part of the world, and has gained an important capacity for control over its own acts. As it can anticipate the behavior of others, it anticipates or imagines its own acts as well.


To grasp fully the implications of symbol use, however, we have to introduce a new concept: the object. While the foregoing analysis helps to clarify the nature of symbolic meaning, the concept of object will help us link symbols and the actions people take on the basis of them.






      (2) Objects:

George Herbert Mead’s concept of the object is relied on by S.I. to portray the way in which people perceive and act on their environment. Humans live in a world of objects - symbolically designated things, ideas, people, activities and purposes. The environment they experience and act toward is neither an undifferentiated blob of sensory experience nor a microsopically perceived stream of stimuli. It doesn’t consist solely of the material world that we can see and touch. Rather, people live in, pay attention to, and act toward a world of objects.


The term “object” isn’t easy to grasp because S.I. uses it in a way that differs from people’s everyday meaning. Instead of simply referring to something tangible with material existence that we can see and touch (e.g. a car), S.I. uses the term more broadly. For example, S.I. uses the term to refer to anything that may be apprehended intellectually, impressions, feelings, something to which thought or action is directed, as well as goals and purposes. There are two basic meanings here that help convey the idea that the very nature of the human environment is shaped by the activities and intentions of acting human beings.


The first of these two meanings emphasizes the process of indicating, referring to, or acting towards whatever is out there in the environment and can be symbolically designated. It is something external to which one’s attention may be directed (such as one’s computer), and towards which one also act toward by typing on it or cursing when it loses hours of work. The computer is a material thing, to be sure, but it becomes an object in the theoretical sense when it is symbolically designated and acted toward. Moreover, the computer is really more than one object, but something I use to illustrate a point (an example). In other words it is something we designate and act toward when we try to explain something.


This relates to the second meaning, which conveys a sense of an object as a goal or purpose of activity. The computer is not only something which we designate and act toward, it is something we designate and act towards in order to achieve a purpose or goal (such as completing a paper). In this sense, humans live in a world of objects that they constantly create and recreate by symbolically designating and acting towards them for various (and varying) purposes. People fashion a world of things and stimuli into a world of objects because they act with purpose toward it.


This view of objects has two important implications:

1. Human beings live in a world of objects, not things or stimuli;

2. Human conduct is oriented to goals and purposes.


Because human conduct depends on symbols and language, people act toward objects they designate and do not simply respond to stimuli that impinge on them. From the standpoint of people acting in any given moment, the environment consists only of the objects that the given individuals recognize and know. Things in the world may be abundant, but at any given moment only a few of them are transformed into objects by the attention people give to them by acting purposely.


The concept of an object becomes clearer when we point out that physical things are only one category of object that people designate and act towards. Since symbols give us the capacity to designate things that are not present and that may not even exist physically (e.g. imagining ghosts in the shadows), and to act towards them on the basis of the meanings we designate for them. 


This concept becomes even more important when we move from the individual to the social level of analysis. For example, if a child considers shadows ghosts, seeking parents’ company and reassurance results in the group jointly creating a new object. The reassurance created as a result is a social object created by a social act. 


It may seem strange to think of something as abstract as reassurance as an object. It cannot be tasted, touched or painted, yet we act towards many such social objects in our daily lives, and do so as if they are as real as any material thing (e.g. jobs, marriages, love affairs, ideologies, responsibilities, etc.) These are not material or tangible, yet each exists and is made real in the coordinated actions of individuals toward it (e.g. deadlines).


Such a view of objects also shapes the way S.I. views human motives or purposes. Individually and socially, human action is typically oriented towards goals, end states, or the completion of an object. As such, objects typically represent a plan of action in their own right. Objects don’t exist for the individual in some pre-established form. Rather, perception of an object implies a series of actions which the individual would have carried out had s/he carried out that plan of action toward it.


Thus, the world of objects surrounding human individuals is not an inert set of things, but is intimately linked to and represents the variety of experiences that we have had with that world - including the motives and goals we have in relation to it. The objects that make up the human world embody the purposes and experiences human beings have in that world, and invite us to act towards them in similar ways.


It is important to recognize that the world of objects in and toward which we act isn’t created anew each time people encounter and interact with one another. Rather, each of us is born into a ready-made world of objects that already exist in the language of others. A multitude of words are known by - or are at least capable of being known by - a speaker of a given language. These are not made out of fresh interpretations each time individuals act. Each person is born into a community of individuals who speak a particular language, and who - by using this language to designate and act toward the world - also enclose us within it. When we learn the names of the things around us, we take it on faith that things exist, that they are what they are called, and that they are important. This is as true of concrete things as it is of abstractions such as love, whose existence we must infer and believe in because they are words used by other people.


Moreover, even the array of material objects that are present can be labeled in different ways. There are likely to be more names for things that a culture deems significant than there are for other things (e.g. instead of one word for snow, as in temperate regions, some arctic cultures may have many designating fine distinctions between types). Language is a repository of objects that have proved important for the life of particular peoples.


Despite the fact that individuals are born into a world of preexisting objects, embodied in language and conversations, it is important to note that they are not imprisoned within this world. Objects may be provided us by language, but we can discard or invent them as well. Speech and written language give us the capacity to relate objects in the world in both familiar and novel ways (e.g. “I felt like part of me was gone” is an innovative expression signifying loss). 


Language is creative of reality and not merely reproductive also because new words can be coined and defined. Since the words that make up a language constitute a system, each word can be talked about and linked differently using other words. It’s possible for us to agree to use old words in new ways to designate new objects, or to coin new words and agree on how we will use them (e.g. many computer terms were unheard of until 10-20 years ago).


Finally, although we’re born into a community of speakers of a particular language, the continuity of that language and the world of objects depends on us as much as them. Speech exists in acts of speech, and the objects designated continue to exist only so long as they’re talked about. If language is a prison that shapes us and our view of the world, we, as inmates, must constantly reconstruct its walls and bars.





         (3) Acts and Social Acts:


Our discussion of objects referred to acts and social acts without defining these terms. For S.I. these two concepts represent the ways humans organize their conduct in relation to objects in the environment. The act is an elementary unit of conduct that represents the smallest meaningful unit we can abstract from the stream of human behavior.


If we were to attempt to describe an individual’s behavior during the day, we would need some manner to organize this description. It would be difficult to meaningfully describe it as constant activity; instead we would make some effort to categorize and describe the kinds of things s/he did. We could say the same of ourselves - getting up, having breakfast, taking a shower, dressing, traveling to the university, etc. In providing such descriptions, activity is broken up into a series of discrete parts and labeled in relation to some purpose or object in relation to which the individual is acting.  


An act is such a discrete unit of behavior. It has a more or less discrete beginning point and usually an identifiable end point. It is related to one or more objects (e.g. getting in, driving the car and dodging traffic until I get to school). Its object is traveling to work. It is a functional unit of conduct as it has some relation to my purposes. It has a coherent, identifiable relationship to what I must do to support myself, accomplish other goals (teaching and research) and satisfy the expectations of other people (my wife and family).


An act may thus be defined as a functional unit of conduct with an identifiable beginning and end that is related to the organisms purposes and that is related to one or more objects.






Phases of the Act:

Acts have beginnings and endings, and so part of our task is to outline what makes them begin, what moves them along, and what brings them to a conclusion. G.H. Mead’s analysis of the act is key here. He postulated that the act begins in impulse, proceeds through the stages of perception and manipulation, toward the final stage of consummation. More specifically, an act starts with an impulse arising when our existing adjustment or line of activity is disturbed. It proceeds quickly to a stage of perception where we begin to name or designate objects and thus give our acts direction. The act ends with consummation, when our original adjustment or line of activity is restored.


The nature of the first stage - impulse - can best be explained with an example (e.g. 2 senior and 1 new professor talking at a party. While initially focused on the conversation, the new professor notices one of the senior faculty wink to the other, and then becomes focused on the possible significance of the wink). As the young professor notices the wink, he experiences an impulse to act. The wink disturbed the situation, making it problematic and producing a desire to respond in some way (whether by ignoring it, returning it, laughing, commenting, or making a mental note to figure it out later).


This example is not meant to imply that people merely respond to outside stimuli, remaining motionless and inactive until something sets them in motion. It’s more accurate to think of people as constantly and naturally active. At any moment, we re engaged in a particular line of conduct, but possess the capacity to respond to a great variety of stimuli, for there are many impulses striving to be released. The weighting of our internal sensitivities changes over time: we may be very receptive to winks at one point but be more interested in food at another. Sometimes we are more interested in sex; at others on making a favorable impression or on getting sleep. Some of the things that change this balance in our sensitivity to stimuli are periodic (food), while others reflect conscious development and our ongoing interactions in the environment. Humans do not simply react to stimuli, they seek them out as the result of events going on within them.


Given this impulsive readiness to act, then, the act moves on to the stage of perception. In our example, what object will the young professor designate? What will be the goal towards which he directs his act? The wink certainly alerts him to the need to act, but doesn’t in itself define his object of action. In order to act, he must interpret or designate the wink in a meaningful manner. He must attach a name to it, and, in so doing, create a goal for himself. This is at least potentially problematic, as the meaning of the wink is unclear and open to a number of possible interpretations. How the young professor perceives the wink depends on his relationship to the others as well as his internal condition. For example, if he is anxious to make a good impression/ improve chances for tenure, he is likely to treat it as relevant to how others view him. More generally, we can see from this example just how impulse and perception - internal states and external stimuli - are inextricably linked. 


If we assume that the young professor is anxious to make a good impression and treats the wink as an indication that the speaker made an error that he should point out, the next phase of the act - manipulation - requires overt action. If the young professor interrupts and exclaims “I disagree,” this is the overt phase of the act - the external manifestation in behavior of a process that has, to this point, been covert.


What happens next depends on the others’ social response to this overt act. If the older professor agrees that a mistake was made, the younger professor’s adjustment to the situation is restored, and he can return to the conversation. However, suppose that he receives a different response. If, for example, he in fact has an affair going with the other professor, and her wink was somehow intended to remind him of their romance rather than the conversation at hand, such a comment on his part may not be received with approval. Then he has to explain, and his act has not restored an adjustment to the situation, but instead puts him on the track of another act designed to get him out of an awkward spot. 


Mead’s approach to the act neatly solves the problem of the “meaning of meaning.” For the young professor, the other’s wink is an object - something he indicates to himself and attempts to act toward. Its meaning first lies in his readiness to act towards it in a certain way, but its meaning is not inherent and must be worked out in interaction. He can’t just rely on past situations where people have winked - they meant many different things. She may intend the wink to mean one of these and anticipate a certain response to her act, but her intent doesn’t control the young professor’s interpretation.


For S.I. then, meaning is anchored in behavior. The meaning of an act is neither fixed nor unchanging, but is determined in conduct as individuals act towards objects. As acts proceed, meaning may be transformed, and initial readiness to respond in a certain way may not work out. One may change one’s mind, find that the attempt gets one nowhere, and need to make adjustments. As the conduct towards an object changes, so does its meaning.


By analyzing individual acts in this manner, Mead called our attention to the necessity of seeing human behavior in terms of both its external manifestations and internal processes. The individual act doesn’t simply consist of what may be observed by others, but entails an internal process of control in which the person directs conduct toward some goal or object.


In the above example, there are both individual and social objects, as well as individual and social acts. By attending to and acting toward the wink, the young professor constitutes it as an object. Simultaneously, he participates with the others in the creation of a social object coordinated and sustained by coordinated or social acts (e.g. a conversation). 


People are themselves social objects to one another as they interact (e.g. does her see the other as a participant in the conversation or a lover?) By deciding how to treat her, he constitutes her as a certain kind of social object for the task at hand. What or who people are is a function of the way we jointly designate them as we interact.


Social objects are thus created as people engage in social acts. Social acts depend on social interaction and interpretation where the individuals orient their conduct to one another. Each must take into account the possible responses of others to his or her impending act, and assume that the others will do the same. Such a process of mutual orientation in completing social acts is what we mean by social interaction.


In order for people to engage in social interaction, they must be able to interpret one another’s acts and assign meaning to the acts of the other in such a way that s/he can act appropriately (e.g. playing baseball).


The interpretation of others’ acts generally focuses on their intent. We ask ourselves what others intend and the responses called for. There is nothing mysterious about the close association of meaning with intention, as meaning consists of answers to the question of what we are going to do, what others will do in return, and what we will do in response. In this sense meaning is triadic. That is to say that an individual’s action indicates to the other what s/he plans to do, what the other is expected to do in return, and what social object is being created by them (e.g. a baseball catcher’s signal for a certain pitch).


One additional matter needs to be stressed here. It is the problematic event or situation that makes it necessary for people to orient themselves self-consciously to objects and to try and interpret the meaning of one another’s acts. Much of what we do is routine and can be explained by habit. As such, we need not invoke more complex conceptions such as those above. Indeed, in many cases activities are so ingrained we don’t even think about what we’re doing unless something intervenes (e.g. shifting gears). 


However simple or complex the habit, it is when something interferes with the progress of an act towards its usual object that we become more keenly aware of the object itself and of the most appropriate ways of designating and responding to the acts of others (e.g. the ambiguity of the wink is what prompted the young professor to designate its meaning; other’s poor driving prompts questions of ‘what’s s/he doing?/ what to do’).


It is thus true, in a limited sense, to say that humans sometimes act as if we’re merely responding to stimulation from the external world (e.g. red lights don’t prompt designations of meaning before braking, but they may have when we were first learning to drive and pay more attention to controlling our appropriate responses). Yet, there are also unexpected times when driving that our habitual responses are inadequate and we must actively designate the objects towards which we are acting (e.g. actively avoiding others’ dangerous driving). It is in the face of such problematic occurrences that our capacity to designate and interpret is crucial to the success of our actions.
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