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Symbalic interactionism is that unigue American
saciological and social psychological perspec-
tive that traces its roots to the early American
pragmatists, James, Dewey, Peirce and Mead. It
has been called the loval oppositlion in
American soclology, the most sociological of
soclal psychologies. Only recently has this per-
spective entered the discourses of the other
social sciences, Including anthropology, psy-
chology and sclence studies, where the works of
Mead have been joined with the theories of
Wittgenstein, Vygotsky and Bakhtin (1989),
Harrd, for example, places ‘symbolic inter-
actiong’ at the heart of psychology, showing
how selves, attitudes, motives, genders and
emations are ‘discursive productions, attributes
of conversations rather than mental entities’
{Harrd 1992: 526),

Other social scientlsts are adopting an Inter-
actionlst informed approach to the study of
lves, wdentitles and soclal relationships (see
Dunn 1998; Helsteln and Gubrlum  2000;
Musall 1948; Wiley 1994). A relatively new jour-
nal, Mind, Culture, and Activity, publishes work

that connects the symbolic interactionist tradition
with sclence studies, cultural psychology ancd
the Soviet tradition represented by the works of
Vygolsky and others, The journal Symbolle
frteraction and the research annual Stifies In
Sprrtbolic Imteraction routinely publish work by
symbolle interactionists, and members of the
Society for the Study of Symbalic Intéraction,
Interactionism has had a torured history in
American sociology (see Fine 1993). Many times
its death has been announced, and it practi-
tloners maligned, but the perspective refuses to
dle, Today 1t is alive and well, theiving in e jour
ks aneld a?lts annual meetlngs and symposla,

1 BASIC PRINCIPLES OF
SYMBOLIC INTERACTIONISM

The term symbaiic in the pheose symbolic inter-
action reters to the underlyiong lngulstic Toun.
datlons of human group lite, just as the word
Interaction refers to the fact that people do oot
act toward one another, but interact with each
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other, By using the term interactlon symbeolic
interactionists commit themselves o the shudy
and analysis of the developmental course of
action that ccours when two or mare persons (or
agents) with agency (reflexivity) join their indi-
vidual lines of action together into joint action.

2 THEORIES OF AGENCY AND ACTIONM

The concepts of action and agency are central to
Interactionist theories of the self and the inter-
acon process. Action references experiences
that are reflexively memingful to the person.
Agency describes the loclis of action, whether in
the person, in language, or in some other struc-
ture ar process. At issue s the place of an

autonomous, reflexive Individual in the con-°

struction of meaningful action, That is, do
persons, as agents, create their own experience?
Or, is experience created by a larger entity, or
agent? Are agency, meaning and intention in
the actor, in the experfence, or in the social
structure? Do persons, as Karl Marx argued,
make history, but not under conditions of their
own making? If history goes on behind people’s
backs, then structures, not persons as agents,
make history, [f this is the case, then the
real object of interactionist enquiry s not
the person, ar a single individual. Rather, extor-
nal systems and discursive practices create par-
Heular subjectivities, and particular subjective
experlences for the Individual, [nteractionists
reject this Interpretation, arguing that experl-
ence, structure and subjectivity are dialogical
PHACESSES,

Fallowing Giddenss theory of structuration,
anil his concept of the duality of structure, it can
be argued that ‘the structured properties of social
systemns are simultaneously the medium and oui-
corme of soclal acts” (Giddens 1981 19; emphasis
in ariginal). Further, ‘all social action consists of
social practices, situated in time-space, and orga-
nized in a skilled and knowledgeable fashion by
buman agenes’ (1981: 19 Thus does Giddens's
interactionist model overcome the false opposi-
tion betwiéen action, agency, meaning and strac-
ture. Giddenss formulation Jis consistent with
symbolic interactionist assumptions, Every (ndi-
vidual ds o practical social agent, But human
agents are constrained by structural rules, by
matertal  resources, and by the  structural
processes connected to class, gender, race, ethni-
city, nation and community.

3 ROOT ASSUMPTIONS

In itz canonical form symbolaintesactionism
rests on the following oot assumptions (see
Blumer 1981,

1 "Human beings act toward things on the
basis of the meanings that the things have
for them' (Blumer 1969: 2).

2 The meanings of things arise out of the
process of social interaction.

3 Meanings are modified through an interpre-
tive process which involves self-reflective
individuals symbolically interacting with
one another (Blumer 19659 2.

4 Human beings create the worlds of experl-
ence in which they live,

5 The meanings of these worlds come from
interaction, and they are shaped by the self-
reflections persons bring to their situations,

6 Such self-interaction is 'interwoven with
social interaction and intluences that social
interaction’ (Blumer 1981: 53).

7 Joint acts, their formation, dissolution, con-
flict and merger constitute what Blumer calls
the ‘social life of a human society”, A soclety
consists of the joint or social acts 'which are
formed and carried out by [its] members’
(Blumer 1981: 153).

8 A complex interpretive process shapes the
meanings things have for human beings.
This process Is anchored in the cultural
world, in the ‘clecuit of culture’ {du Gay
et al, 1997 3 where meanings are defined by
the mass medla, Incleding  advertising,
cinema and television, and identities are rep-
resented in terms of salient cultural categories.

The basic task of the mass media is to make
the second-hand world we all five in appear to be
natural and invisible. Barthes (1937/1972: 11)
glaborates, noting that the media dress up real-
ity, giving it a sense of naturalness, so that
Mature and History [are] confused at every
turn, The prime goals of the mass media com-
plex are to create audience members whe
(1} become consumers of the procducts advertised
in the media; while (2) engaging in consump-
Hon practices that conform e the norms of pos-
sesstve Individualism endorsed by the capitalist
political system; and (3) adbering to a public
apinion that i supportive of the strategic
polices of the stale (Smythe 1994 2855), The
audience Is primarily a commodity that the

Ly
information  technologles  produce  (Smythe
1994: 268). A tinal goal of the media is clear: to
do everything it can to make consumers as aucli-
ence members think they are not commaocdities,

Herein les the importance of caltural narra-
tives and stories that reinforce the epiphanal
nature of human existence under late twentieth-
century capitalism. These stories give members
the illusion of a soul, of structural freedom and
free will. Thus do the circuits of culture (pro-
duction, distribution, representation) implement
this system of commaodification.

4 RACE AND GENDER

All human experience 15 cacially gendered; that
i, filtered through the soclally constructed cate-
gories of male and female, This system privileges
whiteness over blackness, [t reproduces negative
racial and ethnlc sterectypes about dark-skinned
persons. It regulates interraclal, inter-ethnic sex-
nal relationships, The gendered categories (male
and fernale) of the racial self are enacted in daily
ritual performances, in the conversations
between males and females, and in media repre-
sentations {see 3,100,

These gender categories are performative,
established in and through the interaction
process, This process of performing gender pro-
duces a gendered social order [n these perfor-
mances there are no originals agalnst which a
particular gendered performance can be judged.
Butler argues that cach person constitutes
through their interactional performances a
situated wersion of a heterosexual, or none-
heterosexual identity, Every performance is a
masquerade, a copy of the real thing, an imita-
ton of an imitation, Butler elaborates, ‘IF het-
erosexuality is an impossible imitation of itself,
an imitation that performatively constitutes
itself as the original, then the imitative parody
of “heterosexuality” ... Is always and only an
imitation of an imilation, a copy of a copy, for
which there 1s no original’ (1993; 644).

5 EPISTEMOLOGICAL AND
CONCEPTUAL ASSUMPTIONS

The symbalic interactionist perspective may be
clarified by outlining the empirical and theore-
tical practices interactionists value and do not
value.

SYMBOLIC INTERACTIONISRA @j

Interpretative fand symbolic) interactionisis

do oot think general theories are useful,

2 Interactionists  reject  totalizing,  grand
theories of the social; interactionists, like
many post-structural (Foucault) and  post-
modern {Lyotard) theorists, believe in writ-
ing local narratives about how people do
things together.

3 Interactionists do not like theories that
objectify and quantify human experience.
They prefer to write texts that remain close
to the actual experiences of the pecple they
are writing about,

4 Interactionists do not like theories that are
imported from other disciplines, like the
natural sclences or economics (for example,
chaos ar rational cholce thearles),

5 Interactionists do not like theories that ignorne
history, but they are not historical determi-
nists. They believe that persons, not inexorable
forces, make history, but they understanid
that the histories that individuals make may
not always be of their own making.

Interactionists do not like theories that

ignore the biographles and lived experiences

of interacting individuals.

7 Interactionists do not believe in asking ‘why

guestions, They ask, instead, how’ questions,

How, for example, is & given strip of experi-

ence structured, lived and given meaning?

f

These are the things that iInteractionists do not
like to do. This means they are often criticlzed
for not doing what other people think they
should de, like dolng macro-studies ol power
structures, or not having clearly defined con-
cepts and terms, or being overly cognitive, or
having emergent theories, or being ahistorical
and astructural {see Musolf 1998). Too often
these criticisms reflect sither a failure to under-
stand what the interactionist agenda is, or the
fact that the critics have not read what interac-
tiomists have written.

6 ORIGINS: COOLEY, JAMES,
MEAD, DEWEY, BLUMER

I now turn to a brief discussion of the adging of
this perspective in American soclal theory (see also
Musolf 1998; 20-592; also Holstein and Gubrium
20000 17-37; Wiley 1994}, Interactionists are cul-
tural romantics. Often agic and fondc, their
vision of self and soclety stands in a direct line
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with the Left romanticism of Ralph Waldo
Emerson, Karl Marx and Willkam James, From the
beginning, interactionists have been haunted by a
Janus-faced spectee. Cn the one hand, the found-
ing theorists argued for the interpretative, subjoc-
tive study of human experience. On the other
hand, they sought to build an objective science of
human conduct, a science that would conform to
criteria borrowed from the natural sciences,

Pragmatism, as a theory of knowing, truth,
science and meaning, is central to the interaction-
ist heritage, For Mead, James, Peirce and Dewey,
truth is defined in terms of its consequences for
action, What is true is what works. Pragmatism
became a form of cultural 'lErlLlrlsm for Drewey and
James. Dewey's pragmatism celebrated critical
intelligence, implemented through the scientific
method, as the proper mode of sclentific enguine.
[his pragmatic tradition, in its several forms, con-
tinues 1o the present day (see Dengin 1992 131
Strauss 19930) It remains one of the most viable
interpretative philosophical positions now operat-
ing in the human disciplines,

Cooley contended that the self of the person
arises out of experiences in primary groups,
especially the family., Modern societies are
shaped by the media, Governmentally regulated
competition is the best mechanism for main-
taining the democratic values of a society like
the United States,

farmes argued that the state of consciousness,
o1 stream of conaciousness, is all that the field of
paychology needed to posit, The self, o ies prin-
cipal form of knower of subject (the '), 1s at the
centre of the person's state of consciousness. In
experience the *I° interacts with the ‘me’, or the
self as object. For James the person has as many
selves as he or she has social relationships.

Mead turns Cooley and James on their heads.
For him the self is not mentalistic, Self and mind
are social and cognitive processes, lodged in the
ongaing seoial world, Self is a social object which
lies in the field of experience, It is structured by
the principle of sociality, or the taking of the
attitude of the other in a social situation, The self
can be scientifically studied, like an object in the
physical sclences. Rejecting introspection because
it is not scientlfle, he argued fora view of the self
and society which jolns these two terms (n a recl-
procal process of interaction, His key term wos
‘the act’, which replaces [amess concept of
steearm of experience.

fileerer (19690 turns Mead into a sociologist.
Offering a view of society that derives from

Mead's plcture of the soclal act, he introduced
the concepts of joint action and acting unit to
describie the interactions that exsel from dyads
to complex institutions. His self 15 an inter-
pretative process, and his society (afrer Park and
Thomas) is one built on the plav of power, inter-
est, group position, collective action and social
protest. He applied Mead and Tark to the study
of fashion, film, racial prejudice, collective belwaw-
iour and the industrialization process.

With Mead, and Blumer's extension of Mead,
the interaction tradition decisively moves away
from the interpretative and phenomenalogical
suggestions of Cooley and James. It enters a con-
fused phase, as noted above, which attempts,
though unsuccessfully, to become naturalistic,
subtjective and sclentific, (In 1974 in Frame
Analysis Goffman attempted to reclaim and then
refute the neglected James and phenomenalogi-
cal tradition; see 2,200

7 VARIETIES OF INTERACTIONIST
THOUGHT

Symbolic interactionism comes in multiple vari-
eties. These include: pragmatic, feminist, pheno-
menological and  constructionist  varieties.
Diversity is not just theoretical. At the methodo-
logical level, interactionists employv @ variety of
interpretative, qualitative approaches, including
autoethnographies, narratives of the self, struc-
tural, articulative, semiotic and practical ethno-
graphices, grounded theory, the blographical, Hie
history method, performance and  feminist
ethnographies, more traditional interviewing
aned participant observation practices, creative
interviewing, the interpretative practices hinted
at by Blumer, conversation analysis, ethnographic
and laboratory searches for generic principles of
social life, and historical studies of clivilizational
PIOCesses.

Substantively, interactionists have made major
contributions to many areas of social science. An
incomplete list would include the fields of
deviance, social problems, collective behaviour,
medical sociology, the emotions, the arts, social
organization, race relations and  industrializa-
tion, childhood sociallzation, fashion, film, the
mass media, family violence and small groups,
In short, there are many styles and versions of
svmbolic interactionism anc these variations are
displayed across the fields of sociology and social
pavchology.

g RECENT DEVELOPMENTS:
THE NARRATIVE TURN

contemporary symbolic interactionists emphasize

the reflexive, gendered, situated nature of

puman experience. They examine the place of
language and multiple meanings in interactional
contexts (see Holstein and Gubrium 2000), This
reflexive, or narrative concern is also evidenced
i other points of view, from phenomenclogy
{see 3.1), to hermensutics (see 3.5), semiotics,

PG:,.-.:hoa.nil]}'SlS (see 5.200, feminism (see 3.10),

parratology (see 5,110, cultural, discursive and
dialogical peycholegy (see 5.19), interpretive
saciology and cultural studies (see 3.9,

This narrative turn moves in two directions at
the same Hme Flest, svmbolle interactionists

bilv {and ather theorists) tormulate and offer various

parrative verslons, or storles about how the
soctal world aperates. This form of narrative is
wsually called a theory, for example Freod's
theory of psychosexual development (see 5,200,
(n this, Charles Lemert reminds us that socic-
logy is an act of the imagination, that the various
sociplogies are ‘stories people tell about what

. they have figured out about their experiences in

spcial life” (Lemert 1997: .14), This is how inter-
actionism is best understocd: varlous stories
about the social world, stories people tell them-
selves about their lives and the worlds they live
I, stories that may or may not work.

Second, symbolic interactionists study narra-
tives and systems of discourse, suggesting that
these structures give coberence and meaning Lo
everyday life, (A svstemn of disconrse 5 2 way ol
representing the world.) Svstems of discourse
both summarize and produce knowledge about
the world {Foucaalt 1980: 27, These discursive
systems are seldom just true or false, In the
world of human affairs truth and facts are con-
structed in cifferent ways, Their meanings are
embedded in competing discourses. As such
they are connected to struggles over power, or
regimes of truth; that is, to who has the power
to detérmine what Is true and what is not true
(Hall 1996¢c; 205).

9 EXPERIENCE AND ITS
REPRESENTATIONS

It ks not possible to study experience directly, 5o
simbolic Interactionists study how narratives,
tonnected to systems of discourse (interviews,

SYMMBOLIC INTERACTICMISRA :5_53
storfes, rituals, myths), represents experience.
These representational practices are parrative
constructions. The meanings and forms ol
everyday experience ane always given in narra-
tive representations. These representations are
texts that are performed, stories told to others,
Bruner is explicit on this point representations
must ‘he performed to be experienced’ (1984: 7).
Hence svmbolic interactionists study performed
texts, rituals, stories told, songs sung, novels
read, dramas performed, Paraphrasing Bruner
(1984: 7), experience is a performance, and real-
Ity 15 a social construction.

The politics of representation s basic to the
study of experlence. How a thing 15 represented
involves a struggle over power and meaning,
While social sclentists have traditionally privi-
leged experience itself, it is now uncderstood that
no e, no experlence can be lved outside of
some system of representation {Hall 1996d:
A73) Indeed, "there is no escaping ... the politics
of representation” {Hall 19964d: 473; see 5,22).

Symbolic interactionists are constantly con-
structing interpretations about the world, All
accounts, ‘howewer carefully tested and sup-
ported are, in the end, authored” (Hall, 19%6a:
L4}, Interactionist explanations reflect the point
of view of the author, They do not camry the
guarantee of rruth and objectivity, For example,
feminist scholars have repeatedly argued
{rightly we believe) that the methods and aims
of positivistic social psychology are gender-
biased, that they reflect patrlacchal beliefs and
priactices (see 5010} In addition, the traditional
cxperimental methods of social psyehological
enguiry reproduce these biases,

10 AS5ES5ING INTERPRETATIONS

The narrative turn and the feminist critique lead
interactionists to be very tentative in terms of
the arguments and positions they put forward.
It is now Anderstood that there s no final, or
authorized version of the teath. Still, there are
criteria of assessment that should be used.
Interactionists are ‘committed to providing svs-
tematic, rigorous, coherent, comprehensive,
conceptually  clear, well-evidenced  accounts,
which make their underlying theoretical struc-
ture and value assumptions clear to readers
[still] we cannot deny the altimately interpre-
tive character of the social science enterprise’
(Hall 19%6a: 14).
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[nterpretive interactionists (see Denzin 20000
seell an existential, interpretive social science
that cffers a blueprint for cultural criticism. This
criticism  is grounded in the specific worlds
made visible in the research process. It under-
stands that all enguiry is theory- and valuoe-
laden. There can be no objective account of a
culture and its ways. The ethnographic, the
aesthetic and the political can never be neatly
separated. Cualitative enguiry, like art, is alwavs
political.

A critical, civic, literary form of gqualitative
enquiry is one that should meet four critera, It
mst evidence a mastery of literary craftsman-
ship, the art of good writisg. [t should present a
well-plotted, compelling, but minimalist narra-
tive, This narrative will be based on realistic, nat-
ural conversation, with a foous on memorahle,
recognizable characters. These characters will be
located in well-described, ‘unforgettable scenes’
{Ford 1998 1112). Second, the work shoulbd pre-
sent clearly identifiable cultural and political
issues, including injustices based on the strue-
tures and meanings of race, class, gender and
sexual orientation. Third, the work should articu-
late a politics of hope. It should criticize how
things are and imagine how they could be differ-
ent. Finally, it will do these things through direct
and indirect symbolic and rhetorical means.
Writers who do these things are fully immersed
in the oppressions and injustices of thelr time.
They direct their ethnographic energies to higher,
utopian, morally saceed goals.

The truth of these new texts & determined
pragmatically, by their truth effects, by the crit-
ical, moral discourse they produce, by the
‘empathy thev generate, the exchange of experi-
ence they epable, and the social bonds they
mediate’” (Jackson 19%8: 180). The power of
these texts is not a guestion of whether ‘they
mirror the world as it “really” is” Jackson 19%8:
150, The world is alwayvs already constructed
through narrative texts. Rorty (1979) i firm on
this point. There @ no mirmor of nature. The
wiorld as it is known is constructed through acts
of representation and interpretation.

Finally, this performative ethnography
searches for new ways to locate and represent
the gendered, sacred self in ifs ethical relation-
ships to nature, An exploration of other forms
of writing is sought, including personal diaries,
nature writing and performance texts anchored
in the natural world.

11 DISPUTES OVER TRUTH

There are many in the interactionist community
who reject the narrative turn (as outlined ab-;wé}
and what it implies for interpretive work. These
critics base their arguments on six beliefs:

1 The new writing is not scientific, therefore it
cannot be part of the ethnographic project,

2 The new writers are moralists; moral judge.
ments are not part of science,

3 The new writers have a faulty epistemology;
they do not believe in disinterested observers
who study a reality that is independent of
human acticn.

4 The new writing uses fiction; this is not
science, it is art.

. 5. The new writers do not study lived experi-

ence which is the true province of ethnogra-
phy. Hence, the new writers are not
participant observers

f The new writers are postmodernists, and
this is irrational, because postmodernism is
fatalistic, nativistlc, radical, absurd and
nihilistic.

These six beliefs constitute complex discursive
systems; separate literatures are attached to
gach. Taken together, they represent a formi-
dable, wvet dubious critique of the new inter-
actionist project. They make it clear that there
are no prablems with the old ways of doing
rescarch. Indeed, the new wavs create more
problems then thev solve, These beliefs serve
tar place the new work outside science, perhaps
in the humanities, or the arts. Some would
ban these persons from academia altogether.
Others would merely exclude them from
certain theory groups, that is from symbolic
interactionism.

12 CONCLUSION

To summarize, symbolic interactionism offers a
generic theory of action, meaning, motives,
emotion, gender, the person and social struce
ture. This theory has relevance for all of the
human disciplines, from psvchology, to socio-
logy, history, anthropology and  political
science. Thus do interactionists study the inter-
sections of interaction, biography and social
structure in particular historical moments.
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