
                    SOC 3120 Social Psychology 

                    
        Prof. J. S. Kenney
Overheads Lecture 2: Other Perspectives and Symbolic Interactionism

Today we will:


(1) Review other theoretical approaches in social psychology;


(2) Use these to draw out the basic principles of symbolic

               interactionism


We will begin by looking at seven other perspectives:




1. Learning theory




2. Psychoanalytic theory




3. Exchange theory




4. Phenomenology and ethnomethodology




5. Social Cognition




6. Social Constructionism




7. Postmodernism





1. Learning Theory:
* Known as behaviorism, learning theory, or social learning theory;

* Refuses to consider unobservable “mental” and “subjective” phenomena


* Emphasizes directly observable behavior and environmental events.

* Classical conditioning: Stimuli associated with rewards/ involuntarily elicit responses 
(e.g. Pavlov’s dog)

* Operant conditioning: A voluntary behavior is followed by a reward or punishment, and the original voluntary behavior is positively or negatively reinforced.

* Model learning:  people learn by observation and imitation - not just by blind trial and error.

* Symbolic interactionists: (+)



Emphasize the study of actual and observable behavior

 

Make learning an important process 



Emphasize that a future stimulus can control behavior

* Symbolic interactionists: (-)



Unlike animals, humans can become aware of responses



Can act to influence responses/control them



Self awareness enables us to consider alternatives



Microscopic view of behavior/ ignores complex environment,



joint actions, and place of self in group



Behaviorism too simplistic





2. Psychoanalytic Theory:
* Personality structure:




- Id: biological impulses/desires




- Ego: operating actor/negotiator caught in middle




- Superego: societal demands/rules

* Ego invokes defense mechanisms (e.g. repression) to fool other components that its demands have been met

* Symbolic Interactionists: (-)





- Reject biological/ instinctual theory of motivation



- Self/society relationship often more cooperative



- Self/society relationship guided by culture

* Symbolic Interactionists: (+)



- Caution against an oversocialized conception of human beings



- Much conflict/ human behavior seems inexplicable



- Both posit individual/society as potentially state of tension



- Some recognition of actions below level of consciousness



- Some recognition of struggles for self control







3. Exchange Theory:
* People learn based on rewards

* People make rational profit-loss calculations in deciding what to do (e.g. more time with family vs. time at work).

* People provide each other with rewards and punishments (e.g. love, acceptance, status, respect).


* Symbolic Interactionists: (+)



- People create order and structure


- Many exchange relationships occur within existing structures


- Complex cognitive processes anticipating others’ responses


- Individuals exerting control over behavior

* Symbolic interactionists: (-)


- Failure to explicitly explain role taking/ self-control


- Single motivation: profit vs. loss

- Tautology: “unidentified rewards” posited for altruism: explanation                  based on same assumption


- Doesn’t look at real contexts and check motives/ meanings people


                     actually construct in action



        4. Phenomenology and Ethnomethodology:
* Phenomenology: focuses on subjective viewpoint of individual actors




  focuses on multiple, not objective reality

  Asserts that to understand people’s behavior, have to 

  understand their interpretation of reality

* Ethnomethodology:




 - Focuses on methods people use to create meaning


           -Meaning lies in the verbal accounts attempting to            




   introduce order, sense, rationality, and predictability 




 - Necessary as cultural rules too vague/ act as resources

* Symbolic Interactionists: (+)




 - Focus on a person’s perceptions and perspective (Ph.)

- Insight: people construct meaning and sensibility through 

   their conversations (Eth.)

* Symbolic Interactionists: (-)




- Extreme subjectivity/  world can’t be wished away (Ph.)




- Too narrow in scope (Eth.) Avoids other issues





      5. Social Cognition
* Focuses on the content, organization, creation, and processing of knowledge - less so on behavior or emotion.

* Major tenets: 


- People are cognitive misers. They develop cognitive structures


 enabling them to efficiently process vast amounts of information about


 themselves and others.


- Structures assist cognitive processes (i.e. paying attention,


 remembering, making social inferences).


- Structures and processes are socially formed and consequential.

* People process information using shortcuts, assumptions, etc. These are referred to as schemas, abstract cognitive structures that represent organized knowledge about a given concept or type of stimulus.

* Schemas:


 -Shape one’s attention to stimuli, separating out what is important and


 what is not


- Are key in the organization and functioning of memory




- Influence the way people make inferences about themselves and the


 social world

* Many of these ideas are congruent with S.I. However:


- Interactionists are more interested in actions and feelings, not just


 cognitive processes. 


- Interactionists more commonly study thoughts, feelings, and actions


 in everyday life as opposed to the psychology lab.





6. Social Constructionism
* Proponents look at existing social patterns or forms and try to show how they might have developed differently (e.g. schizophrenia, crime). 

* They argue that the “reality” people see when they look at such phenomena is socially constructed.

* Whether or not a particular phenomenon is or is not real often becomes the issue in debates

* Similarity between constructionism and S.I., the latter views people as sculpting “reality” from “materials” (i.e. ideas, things, methods, knowledge - that people find as they seek to solve problems confronting them. Reality is always incomplete.






7. Postmodernism
* Emerged from European philosophy in the 1960's. Combines a strong critique of social science (including S.I.) As a way of producing knowledge. It seeks to challenge the assumptions, theories, and methods that the social sciences take for granted.

* Emphasizes how mass communication and  consumerism have fostered an illusory “hyperreality” in today’s world.

* Derides everything, including the self, as illusory, as a product of ideological discourses in which people are trapped.

* Preoccupied with the decline of grand narratives (i.e. any overarching account or worldview that seeks to explain the nature of the world or human experience (e.g. progress, science, religion, political philosophies, etc). Perception of “facts” guided by these are a sham.

* All narratives are essentially equal, with no basis for deciding one is more true than others. None should thus be privileged over the other (e.g. science is also suspect). 

* Each claim to “knowledge” or “truth” is related to power, indeed is a way of exerting power over others. Meanwhile, claims to possess the truth conceal the interests of claimants because they are embedded in “discourse.”

* S.I. shares some suppositions with postmodernists (i.e. knowledge is relative, narratives must be situated in their social contexts, and that discourses shape our views of reality).

* Yet:


 (1) Interactionists do not simply see the person as a fiction constructed


 by discourse, but an active constructor of that discourse as well.


(2) Interactionists believe that there is an empirical world that resists


 human action. 
* Ultimately, postmodernists have developed some useful critiques, but these should not be taken to extreme conclusions.




(2) Major Tenets of Symbolic Interactionism:
(1) The task of social psychology is to account for the formation and varieties of human social conduct: 



- Patterned conduct not simply determinative



- Built up/ maintained/ changed in social interaction process

(2) Human conduct depends on the creation and maintenance of meaning: 


- Meaning is variable / emerges from defining acts



- People act with plans and purposes



- Meaning/intention complement each other



- Meaning may be transformed (individually or collectively)

(3) Human conduct is self-referential:

 - The individual is both subject and object in action:  self-


    consciousness.


 - Self is valued: coherence and self-esteem important


 - Self becomes important focus of conduct

(4) People Form conduct as they interact with one another: 


 - Social acts require coordinated efforts/ purposes


 - May repeat prior routines or be innovative/ novel

(5) Society and culture shape and constrain conduct, but they are also the products of conduct: 


  - Society is prior, but not determinative


  - Received culture may be changed by individual/collective action
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