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point of view. I wrote each of these articles, however, for a specific
purpose. Thus, even when grouped together they do not give the
unified picture I have sought to present to graduate students over
four decades of instruction. In a partial effort to fill this need I have
prepared a lengthy introductory essay for the present volume. This
essay is the only previously unpublished body of writing in the
volume. I recommend that the essay be read first in order to grasp
the import of any of the subsequent articles.

I wish to thank those of my former students who spurred and
prodded me to publish this volume. They are many, and it would be
pretentious to list their names. I feel called on, however, to single
out the two who have been most persistent over the years in making
this request: Tamotsu Shibutani and Howard Becker. To their
names I add that of my friend James Clark, formerly of Prentice-
Hall, who above all has pressed me gently but unrelentingly to
bring out this set of my writings. In the light of these solicitations I
can honestly disclaim responsibility if the publication of the present
volume becomes an unsuccessful venture.

HERBERT BLUMER

Berkeley, California
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3

Society as
Symbolic Interaction

A view of human society as symbolic interaction has been fol-
lowed more than it has been formulated. Partial, usually fragmen-
tary, statements of it are to be found in the writings of a number of
eminent scholars, some inside the field of sociology and some out-
side. Among the former we may note such scholars as Charles Hor-
ton Cooley, W. 1. Thomas, Robert E. Parks, E. W. Burgess, Florian
Znaniecki, Ellsworth Faris, and James Mickel Williams. Among
those outside the discipline we may note William James, John
Dewey, and George Herbert Mead. None of these scholars, in my
judgment, has presented a systematic statement of the nature of hu-
man group life from the standpoint of symbolic interaction. Mead
stands out among all of them in laying bare the fundamental prem-
ises of the approach, yet he did little to develop its methodological
implications for sociological study. Students who seek to depict the
position of symbolic interaction may easily give different pictures of
it. What I have to present should be regarded as my personal version.
My aim is to present the basic premises of the point of view and to
develop their methodological consequences for the study of human
group life.

The term “symbolic interaction” refers, of course, to the peculiar

“Society as Symbolic Interaction,” Arnold Rose, ed., Human Behavior and
Social Processes, reprinted by permission of Houghton Mifflin Co.
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and distinctive character of interaction as it takes place between hu-
man beings. The peculiarity consists in the fact that human beings
interpret or “define” each other’s actions instead of merely reacting
to each other’s actions. Their “response” is not made directly to the
actions of one another but instead is based on the meaning which
they attach to such actions. Thus, human interaction is mediated
by the use of symbols, by interpretation, or by ascertaining the
meaning of one another’s actions. This mediation is equivalent to
inserting a process of interpretation between stimulus and response
in the case of human behavior.

The simple recognition that human beings interpret each other’s
actions as the means of acting toward one another has permeated
the thought and writings of many scholars of human conduct and of
human group life. Yet few of them have endeavored to analyze
what such interpretation implies about the nature of the human be-
ing or about the nature of human association. They are usually con-
tent with a mere recognition that “interpretation” should be caught
by the student, or with a simple realization that symbols, such as cul-
tural norms or values, must be introduced into their analyses. Only
G. H. Mead, in my judgment, has sought to think through what the
act of interpretation implies for an understanding of the human be-
ing, human action, and human association. The essentials of his
analysis are so penetrating and profound and so important for an
understanding of human group life that I wish to spell them out,
even though briefly.

The key feature in Mead’s analysis is that the human being has a
self. This idea should not be cast aside as esoteric or glossed over
as something that is obvious and hence not worthy of attention. In
declaring that the human being has a self, Mead had in mind chiefly
that the human being can be the object of his own actions. He can
act toward himself as he might act toward others. Each of us is
familiar with actions of this sort in which the human being gets an-
gry with himself, rebuffs himself, takes pride in himself, argues with
himself, tries to bolster his own courage, tells himself that he should
“do this” or not “do that,” sets goals for himself, makes compromises
with himself, and plans what he is going to do. That the human be-
ing acts toward himself in these and countless other ways is a matter
of easy empirical observation. To recognize that the human being
can act toward himself is no mystical conjuration.
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Mead regards this ability of the human being to act toward him-
self as the central mechanism with which the human being faces and
deals with his world. This mechanism enables the human being to
make indications to himself of things in his surroundings and thus to
guide his actions by what he notes. Anything of which a human
being is conscious is something which he is indicating to himself—
the ticking of a clock, a knock at the door, the appearance of a
friend, the remark made by a companion, a recognition that he has a
task to perform, or the realization that he has a cold. Conversely,
anything of which he is not conscious is, ipso facto, something which
he is not indicating to himself. The conscious life of the human
being, from the time that he awakens until he falls asleep, is-a con-
tinual flow of self-indications—notations of the things with which he
deals and takes into account. We are given, then, a picture of the
human being as an organism which confronts its world with a mech-
anism for making indications to itself. This is the mechanism that is
involved in interpreting the actions of others. To interpret the ac-
tions of another is to point out to oneself that the action has this or
that meaning or character.

Now, according to Mead, the significance of making indications -

to oneself is of paramount importance. The importance lies along
two lines. First, to indicate something is to extricate it from its set-
ting, to hold it apart, to give it a meaning or, in Mead’s language, to
make it into an object. An object—that is to say, anything that an
individual indicates to himself—is different from a stimulus; instead
of having an intrinsic character which acts on the individual and
which can be identified apart from the individual, its character or
meaning is conferred on it by the individual. The object is a prod-
uct of the individual’s disposition to act instead of being an anteced-
ent stimulus which evokes the act. Instead of the individual being
surrounded by an environment of pre-existing objects which play
upon him and call forth his behavior, the proper picture is that he
constructs his objects on the basis of his on-going activity. In any
of his countless acts—whether minor, like dressing himself, or major,
like organizing himself for a professional career—the individual is
designating different objects to himself, giving them meaning, judg-
ing their suitability to his action, and making decisions on the basis
of the judgment. This is what is meant by interpretation or acting
on the basis of symbols.
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The second important implication of the fact that the human be-
ing makes indications to himself is that his action is constructed or
built up instead of being a mere release. Whatever the action in
which he is engaged, the human individual proceeds by pointing out
to himself the divergent things which have to be taken into account
in the course of his action. He has to note what he wants to do and
how he is to do it; he has to point out to himself the various condi-
tions which may be instrumental to his action and those which may
obstruct his action; he has to take account of the demands, the ex-
pectations, the prohibitions, and the threats as they may arise in the
situation in which he is acting. His action is built up step by step
through a process of such self-indication. The human individual
pieces together and guides his action by taking account of different
things and interpreting their significance for his prospective action.
There is no instance of conscious action of which this is not true.

The process of constructing action through making indications to
oneself cannot be swallowed up in any of the conventional psycho-
logical categories. This process is distinct from and different from
what is spoken of as the “ego”—just as it is different from any other
conception which conceives of the self in terms of composition or
organization. Self-indication is a moving communicative process in
which the individual notes things, assesses them, gives them a mean-
ing, and decides to act on the basis of the meaning. The human be-
ing stands over against the world, or against “alters,” with such a
process and not with a mere ego. Further, the process of self-
indication cannot be subsumed under the forces, whether from the
outside or inside, which are presumed to play upon the individual
to produce his behavior. Environmental pressures, external stimuli,
organic drives, wishes, attitudes, feelings, ideas, and their like do not
cover or explain the process of self-indication. The process of self-
indication stands over against them in that the individual points out
to himself and interprets the appearance or expression of such
things, noting a given social demand that is made on him, recogniz-
ing a command, observing that he is hungry, realizing that he wishes
to buy something, aware that he has a given feeling, conscious that
he dislikes eating with someone he despises, or aware that he is
thinking of doing some given thing. By virtue of indicating such
things to himself, he places himself over against them and is able to
act back against them, accepting them, rejecting them, or transform-
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ing them in accordance with how he defines or interprets them. His
behavior, accordingly, is not a result of such things as environmental
pressures, stimuli, motives, attitudes, and ideas but arises instead
from how he interprets and handles these things in the action which
he is constructing. The process of self-indication by means of
which human action is formed cannot be accounted for by factors
which precede the act. The process of self-indication exists in its
own right and must be accepted and studied as such. It is through
this process that the human being constructs his conscious action.

Now Mead recognizes that the formation of action by the indi-
vidual through a process of self-indication always takes place in a
social context. Since this matter is so vital to an understanding of
symbolic interaction it needs to be explained carefully. Fundamen-
tally, group action takes the form of a fitting together of individual
lines of action. Each individual aligns his action to the action of others
by ascertaining what they are doing or what they intend to do—that s,
by getting the meaning of their acts. For Mead, this is done by the
individual “taking the role” of others—either the role of a specific
person or the role of a group (Mead’s “generalized other”). In tak-
ing such roles the individual seeks to ascertain the intention or direc-
tion of the acts of others. He forms and aligns his own action on the
basis of such interpretation of the acts of others. This is the funda-
mental way in which group action takes place in human society.

The foregoing are the essential features, as I see them, in Mead’s
analysis of the bases of symbolic interaction. They presuppose the
following: that human society is made up of individuals who have
selves (that is, make indications to themselves); that individual
action is a construction and not a release, being built up by the in-
dividual through noting and interpreting features of the situations in
which he acts; that group or collective action consists of the aligning
of individual actions, brought about by the individuals’ interpreting
or taking into account each other’s actions. Since my purpose is to
present and not to defend the position of symbolic interaction I shall
not endeavor in this essay to advance support for the three premises
which I have just indicated. I wish merely to say that the three
premises can be easily verified empirically. I know of no instance
of human group action to which the three permises do not apply.
The reader is challenged to find or think of a single instance which
they do not fit.
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I wish now to point out that sociological views of human society
are, in general, markedly at variance with the premises which I have
indicated as underlying symbolic interaction. Indeed, the predomi-
nant number of such views, especially those in vogue at the present
time, do not see or treat human society as symbolic interaction.
Wedded, as they tend to be, to some form of sociological deter-
minism, they adopt images of human society, of individuals in it, and
of group action which do not square with the premises of symbolic
interaction. I wish to say a few words about the major lines of vari-
ance.

Sociological thought rarely recognizes or treats human societies
as composed of individuals who have selves. Instead, they assume
human beings to be merely organisms with some kind of organiza-
tion, responding to forces which play upon them. Generally, al-
though not exclusively, these forces are lodged in the make-up of the
society, as in the case of “social system,” “social structure,” “culture,”
“status position,” “social role,” “custom,” “institution,” “collective
representation,” “social situation,” “social norm,” and “values.” The
assumption is that the behavior of people as members of a society is
an expression of the play on them of these kinds of factors or forces.
This, of course, is the logical position which is necessarily taken
when the scholar explains their behavior or phases of their behavior
in terms of one or another of such social factors. The individuals
who compose a human society are treated as the media through
which such factors operate, and the social action of such individuals
is regarded as an expression of such factors. This approach or point
of view denies, or at least ignores, that human beings have selves—
that they act by making indications to themselves. Incidentally, the
“self” is not brought into the picture by introducing such items as
organic drives, motives, attitudes, feelings, internalized social fac-
tors, or psychological components. Such psychological factors have
the same status as the social factors mentioned: they are regarded as
factors which play on the individual to produce his action. They do
not constitute the process of self-indication. The process of self-
indication stands over against them, just as it stands over against the
social factors which play on the human being. Practically all soci-
ological conceptions of human society fail to recognize that the in-
dividuals who compose it have selves in the sense spoken of.

Correspondingly, such sociological conceptions do not regard the
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social actions of individuals in human society as being constructed
by them through a process of interpretation. Instead, action is
treated as a product of factors which play on and through individu-
als. The social behavior of people is not seen as built up by them
through an interpretation of objects, situations, or the actions of
others. If a place is given to “interpretation,” the interpretation is
regarded as merely an expression of other factors (such as motives)
which precede the act, and accordingly disappears as a factor in its
own right. Hence, the social action of people is treated as an out-
ward flow or expression of forces playing on them rather than as acts
which are built up by people through their interpretation of the situ-
ations in which they are placed.

These remarks suggest another significant line of difference be-
tween general sociological views and the position of symbolic inter-
action. These two sets of views differ in where they lodge social
action. Under the perspective of symbolic interaction, social action
is lodged in acting individuals who fit their respective lines of action
to one another through a process of interpretation; group action is
the collective action of such individuals. As opposed to this view,
sociological conceptions generally lodge social action in the action
of society or in some unit of society. Examples of this are legion.
Let me cite a few. Some conceptions, in treating societies or human
groups as “social systems,” regard group action as an expression of a
system, either in a state of balance or seeking to achieve balance.
Or group action is conceived as an expression of the “functions” of a
society or of a group. Or group action is regarded as the outward
expression of elements lodged in society or the group, such as cultural
demands, societal purposes, social values, or institutional stresses.
These typical conceptions ignore or blot out a view of group life or
of group action as consisting of the collective or concerted actions of
individuals seeking to meet their life situations. If recognized at all,
the efforts of people to develop collective acts to meet their situ-
ations are subsumed under the play of underlying or transcending
forces which are lodged in society or its parts. The individuals
composing the society or the group become “carriers,” or media for
the expression of such forces; and the interpretative behavior by
means of which people form their actions is merely a coerced link in
the play of such forces.

The indication of the foregoing lines of variance should help to
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put the position of symbolic interaction in better perspective. In
the remaining discussion I wish to sketch somewhat more fully how
human society appears in terms of symbolic interaction and to point
out some methodological implications.

Human society is to be seen as consisting of acting people, and
the life of the society is to be seen as consisting of their actions. The
acting units may be separate individuals, collectivities whose mem-
bers are acting together on a common quest, or organizations acting
on behalf of a constituency. Respective examples are individual
purchasers in a market, a play group or missionary band, and a busi-
ness corporation or a national professional association. There is no
empirically observable activity in a human society that does not
spring from some acting unit. This banal statement needs to be
stressed in light of the common practice of sociologists of reducing
human society to social units that do not act—for example, social
classes in modern society. Obviously, there are ways of viewing
human society other than in terms of the acting units that compose
it. I merely wish to point out that in respect to concrete or empiri-
cal activity human society must necessarily be seen in terms of the
acting units that form it. I would add that any scheme of human
society claiming to be a realistic analysis has to respect and be con-
gruent with the empirical recognition that a human society consists
of acting units.

Corresponding respect must be shown to the conditions under
which such units act. One primary condition is that action takes
place in and with regard to a situation. Whatever be the acting unit
—an individual, a family, a school, a church, a business firm, a labor
union, a legislature, and so on—any particular action is formed in the
light of the situation in which it takes place. This leads to the recog-
nition of a second major condition, namely, that the action is formed
or constructed by interpreting the situation. The acting unit neces-
sarily has to identify the things which it has to take into account—
tasks, opportunities, obstacles, means, demands, discomforts, dangers,
and the like; it has to assess them in some fashion and it has to make
decisions on the basis of the assessment. Such interpretative be-
havior may take place in the individual guiding his own action, in a
collectivity of individuals acting in concert, or in “agents” acting on
behalf of a group or organization. Group life consists of acting units
developing acts to meet the situations in which they are placed.
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Usually, most of the situations encountered by people in a given
society are defined or “structured” by them in the same way.
Through previous interaction they develop and acquire common un-
derstandings or definitions of how to act in this or that situation.
These common definitions enable people to act alike. The common
repetitive behavior of people in such situations should not mislead
the student into believing that no process of interpretation is in
play; on the contrary, even though fixed, the actions of the partici-
pating people are constructed by them through a process of interpre-
tation. Since ready-made and commonly accepted definitions are
at hand, little strain is placed on people in guiding and organizing
their acts. However, many other situations may not be defined in a
single way by the participating people. In this event, their lines of
action do not fit together readily and collective action is blocked.
Interpretations have to be developed and effective accommodation
of the participants to one another has to be worked out. In the
case of such “undefined” situations, it is necessary to trace and study
the emerging process of definition which is brought into play.

Insofar as sociologists or students of human society are concerned
with the behavior of acting units, the position of symbolic interac-
tion requires the student to catch the process of interpretation
through which they construct their actions. This process is not to
be caught merely by turning to conditions which are antecedent to
the process. Such antecedent conditions are helpful in understand-
ing the process insofar as they enter into it, but as mentioned previ-
ously they do not constitute the process. Nor can one catch the
process merely by inferring its nature from the overt action which is
its product. To catch the process, the student must take the role of
the acting unit whose behavior he is studying. Since the interpreta-
tion is being made by the acting unit in terms of objects designated
and appraised, meanings acquired, and decisions made, the process
has to be seen from the standpoint of the acting unit. It is the recog-
nition of this fact that makes the research work of such scholars as
R. E. Park and W. 1. Thomas so notable. To try to catch the in-
terpretative process by remaining aloof as a so-called “objective”
observer and refusing to take the role of the acting unit is to risk the
worst kind of subjectivism—the objective observer is likely to fill in
the process of interpretation with his own surmises in place of catch-
ing the process as it occurs in the experience of the acting unit which
uses it.
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By and large, of course, sociologists do not study human society
in terms of its acting units. Instead, they are disposed to view hu-
man society in terms of structure or organization and to treat social
action as an expression of such structure or organization. Thus,
reliance is placed on such structural categories as social system, cul-
ture, norms, values, social stratification, status positions, social roles
and institutional organization. These are used both to analyze hu-
man society and to account for social action within it. Other major
interests of sociological scholars center around this focal theme of
organization. One line of interest is to view organization in terms
of the functions it is supposed to perform. Another line of interest
is to study societal organization as a system seeking equilibrium;
here the scholar endeavors to detect mechanisms which are in-
digenous to the system. Another line of interest is to identify forces
which play upon organization to bring about changes in it; here the
scholar endeavors, especially through comparative study, to isolate a
relation between causative factors and structural results. These
various lines of sociological perspective and interest, which are so
strongly entrenched today, leap over the acting units of a society and
bypass the interpretative process by which such acting units build
up their actions.

These respective concerns with organization on one hand and
with acting units on the other hand set the essential difference be-
tween conventional views of human society and the view of it implied
in symbolic interaction. The latter view recognizes the presence of
organization to human society and respects its importance. How-
ever, it sees and treats organization differently. The difference is
along two major lines. First, from the standpoint of symbolic inter-
action the organization of a human society is the framework inside
of which social action takes place and is not the determinant of that
action. Second, such organization and changes in it are the product
of the activity of acting units and not of “forces” which leave such
acting units out of account. Each of these two major lines of dif-
ference should be explained briefly in order to obtain a better
understanding of how human society appears in terms of symbolic
interaction.

From the standpoint of symbolic interaction, social organization
is a framework inside of which acting units develop their actions.
Structural features, such as “culture,” “social systems,” “social strati-
fication,” or “social roles,” set conditions for their action but do not
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determine their action. People—that is, acting units—do not act
toward culture, social structure or the like; they act toward situ-
ations. Social organization enters into action only to the extent to
which it shapes situations in which people act, and to the extent to
which it supplies fixed sets of symbols which people use in interpret-
ing their situations. These two forms of influence of social organiza-
tion are important. In the case of settled and stabilized societies,
such as isolated primitive tribes and peasant communities, the influ-
ence is certain to be profound. In the case of human societies, par-
ticularly modern societies, in which streams of new situations arise
and old situations become unstable, the influence of organization de-
creases. One should bear in mind that the most important element
confronting an acting unit in situations is the actions of other acting
units. In modern society, with its increasing criss-crossing of lines
of action, it is common for situations to arise in which the actions of
participants are not previously regularized and standardized. To
this extent, existing social organization does not shape the situations.
Correspondingly, the symbols or tools of interpretation used by act-
ing units in such situations may vary and shift considerably. For
these reasons, social action may go beyond, or depart from, existing
organization in any of its structural dimensions. The organization
of a human society is not to be identified with the process of inter-
pretation used by its acting units; even though it affects that process,
it does not embrace or cover the process.

Perhaps the most outstanding consequence of viewing human
society as organization is to overlook the part played by acting units
in social change. The conventional procedure of sociologists is (a)
to identify human society (or some part of it) in terms of an estab-
lished or organized form, (b) to identify some factor or condition of
change playing upon the human society or the given part of it, and
(c) to identify the new form assumed by the society following upon
the play of the factor of change. Such observations permit the stu-
dent to couch propositions to the effect that a given factor of change
playing upon a given organized form results in a given new organ-
ized form. Examples ranging from crude to refined statements are
legion, such as that an economic depression increases solidarity in
the families of workingmen or that industrialization replaces ex-
tended families by nuclear families. My concern here is not with the
validity of such propositions but with the methodological position
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which they presuppose. Essentially, such propositions either ignore
the role of the interpretative behavior of acting units in the given
instance of change, or else regard the interpretative behavior as
coerced by the factor of change. Iwish to point out that any line of
social change, since it involves change in human action, is necessarily
mediated by interpretation on the part of the people caught up in
the change—the change appears in the form of new situations in
which people have to construct new forms of action. Also, in line
with what has been said previously, interpretations of new situations
are not predetermined by conditions antecedent to the situations but
depend on what is taken into account and assessed in the actual situ-
ations in which behavior is formed. Variations in interpretation
may readily occur as different acting units cut out different objects
in the situation, or give different weight to the objects which they
note, or piece objects together in different patterns. In formulating
propositions of social change, it would be wise to recognize that any
given line of such change is mediated by acting units interpreting
the situations with which they are confronted.

Students of human society will have to face the question of
whether their preoccupation with categories of structure and organi-
zation can be squared with the interpretative process by means of
which human beings, individually and collectively, act in human
society. It is the discrepancy between the two which plagues such
students in their efforts to attain scientific propositions of the sort
achieved in the physical and biological sciences. It is this discrep-
ancy, further, which is chiefly responsible for their difficulty in fitting
hypothetical propositions to new arrays of empirical data. Efforts
are made, of course, to overcome these shortcomings by devising
new structural categories, by formulating new structural hypotheses,
by developing more refined techniques of research, and even by
formulating new methodological schemes of a structural character.
These efforts continue to ignore or to explain away the interpretative
process by which people act, individually and collectively, in society.
The question remains whether human society or social action can be
successfully analyzed by schemes which refuse to recognize human
beings as they are, namely, as persons constructing individual and
collective action through an interpretation of the situations which
confront them.
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