


       SOC 3120: Social Pschchology





      Prof. J. Scott Kenney
       Overheads Lecture 5: Basic Concepts of Symbolic Interactionism:

It is time to outline the basic concepts of Symbolic Interactionism:

*Concepts: Highlight aspects of world for scrutiny/ background others

*Theories: organized/interlocking sets of concepts that make

                   explanations/predictions about world.






(1) Symbols:
* Most important building block in Symbolic Interactionism

* Vocal or other gesture arousing common response: enables interaction on basis of meanings

* Signs: something that stands for something else: learned by association

* Conditioned responses adaptive: give head start/degree of mastery over environment

* Animals differ in how they respond to signs: some more complex inhibited responses/ anticipation (e.g. dog vs. chicken at fence)

* Natural (learned, conditioned) vs. conventional (created) signs

* Symbol= conventional sign (produced, controlled and shared by animals themselves: doesn't occur in nature)

* Human language= most important/powerful symbols. Others include:



- Things



- hand gestures



- facial expressions

* Similarities with other signs:



- must be learned



- respond to symbols in same way as what is signified



- anticipation and delay

* Important additional characteristics:



- Public/ shared nature



- Can be employed in absence of thing signified



- User control

* Three key factors:


(1) Symbols transform the nature of the human environment


(2) Symbols make it possible for the attitudes of one

                person to be reproduced in another


(3) Symbols make it possible for the person to be part of

                the very environment to which s/he responds

(1) Environmental transformation:


 - spatial/temporal scope expanded

          - named environment/ shorthand manipulation/ abstraction/

             generalization


 - Creating things by naming environment

(2) Reproduction of attitudes in others:


 - Public nature of symbols vs. natural signs


 - Invokes, imagines, or signifies presence


 - symbolic communication: arousal of shared responses


 - contrasted with conversation of gestures (signals/no

             reflection)


 - voluntary vs. involuntary


 - shared responses made possible, but not guaranteed 


   (e.g. truth vs. falsity)

(3) Organism and its environment:


 - Symbol users may designate others as entities in

            environment/ no longer outside


 - Human coordination of activities improved


 - New relationship between individual and self


 - acts (doesn't just react) toward environment of which a


   part


 - Self-consciousness = important capacity for control over

             acts/ anticipating actions of self and other






(2) Objects:
* Object: used to show how  people perceive and act on their environment

* Refers to: Tangible things


          Anything apprehended intellectually



Impressions



 Feelings



 Something thought/action directed toward



 Goals/purposes


* Two basic meanings:



(1) Indicating, referring to, acting towards something;



(2) Something designated, acted towards to achieve goal;

*This view of objects has two important implications:

                    (1) Human beings live in a world of objects, not things/ stimuli;

          (2) Human conduct is oriented to goals and purposes/focus our                 attention.


* Categories of Object:



- Physical things



- Things not present/imagined



- Social objects (jointly created/often abstract)

* Objects and motivation:



- Objects often imply plans of action


* Objects and language:



- Language provides ready-made objects




- Objects can be labeled differently depending on importance



- Terms/objects may be discarded, recombined, or invented



- Language creative of reality when coordinated



- Objects depend on continued usage. 





(3) Acts and Social Acts:

* Act implied in above/ not defined = elementary meaningful unit of conduct

* Descriptions of activity usually broken up into discrete parts and labeled by purpose

* Discrete units of behavior with beginning, middle and end.


* Definition: “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:
* George Herbert Mead: 3 phases of act:


(1) Impulse: adjustment/activity disturbed


(2) Perception/manipulation: naming objects/giving act direction


(3) Consummation: restoration of adjustment/ activity

* Impulse example: 3 professors talking/1 winks:


- situation disturbed/ activity changed


- desire to respond somehow


* Perception:


- Wink must be designated as social object


- Problem: meaning unclear


- Internal states/ external stimuli influence

* Manipulation:


- overt action (e.g. “I disagree”)

* Consummation:


- agreement of other/ adjustment restored/ action resumed


- disagreement/ another act called out to readjust again

* Meaning of meaning:


- Begins in designating object/purpose/ readiness to act


- Not entirely under actor’s control/ clear


- Meaning worked out in behavior towards objects


- Initial meaning may be transformed


- As conduct towards object changes, so does its meaning.

* Acts: behavior= both external manifestations + internal processes directed    toward goal/object


  Attending/acting toward constitutes object/ coordinates social acts



  People are social objects themselves (e.g. designated as conversation

           partners vs. lovers)


  Social objects are created as people engage in social acts.

* Coordination of social acts: orientation of conduct to each other:


 - Consider others’ possible responses to act


 - Assume others will do the same


 - Interpretation/ intent assumptions enabling appropriate responses


 - Together = social interaction

* Triadic nature of meaning:


 - What will I do?


 - What will others do in turn?


 - How will I then respond?


* Mostly notable in problematic situations/ habit governs rest.
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