Symbolic interactionism
Symbolic interactionism is concerned with explaining social actions in terms of the meanings individuals give to them. However, they tend to focus on small scale interactions rather than large scale social change.

Mead

In Mead’s view human thought, experience and conduct are essentially social. Humans interact in terms of symbols, the most important of which are contained in language. A symbol does not simple stand for an object or event it defined them in a particular way and indicates a response to them. Thus the symbol ‘chair’ not only represents a class of objects but also indicates a course of action; sitting.

Symbols impose meanings on objects and events and in doing so largely exclude other possible meanings. For example, chairs may be made out of metal, cane or wood and on this basis be defined as very different objects,  however such differences are rendered insignificant by the fact that they are all categorised in terms of the symbol ‘chair’. Similarly chairs can be stood on, used as a source of fuel, or as a means of assaulting someone; but the range of possible activities associated with chairs is largely excluded by the course of action indicated by the symbol ‘chair’. 

Symbols provide the means whereby humans can interact meaningfully with their natural and social environment. Without symbols there would be no human interaction and no human society. Symbolic interactionism is necessary since humans have no instincts to direct their behaviour. Humans are not genetically programmed to react automatically to particular stimuli. In order to survive they must construct and live within a world of meaning. Via symbols meaning is imposed on the world of nature  (for example food and non-food) and human interaction with that world is made possible. 
Role-taking

Social life can only proceed if the meanings of symbols are largely shared by members of society. If this was not the case meaningful communication would be impossible. Common symbols provide only the means by which human action can be accomplished. In order to proceed each person involved must interpret the meanings and intentions of others. This is made possible by the existence of common symbols but also by a process that mead called ‘role-taking’. 

The process of role-taking involves one person taking on the role of another by placing themselves in the position of the person with whom they are interacting. For example if a person observes another smiling, crying, waving a hand or shaking a fist they will put themselves in that person’s position in order to interpret the intention and meaning. On the basis of this interpretation they will make their response to the action of the other. This if an individual observes another shaking a fist they may interpret this gesture as an indication of aggression but their interpretation will not necessarily lead to a particular response. They may ignore the gesture , respond in kind, attempt to defuse the situation with a joke. The person with whom they are interacting will then take their role, interpret their response and either continue or close  the interaction on the basis of this interpretation. Therefore human interaction can be seen as a continuous process of interpretation with each taking the role of the other. 
The self

Mead argued that through the process of role taking individuals develop a concept of the ‘self’. By placing themselves in the position of others they are able to look back upon themselves. We observe ourselves from the standpoint of others. The origin and development of a concept of the self lie in the ability to take the role of another. 

Mead distinguished 2 aspects of the self. The ‘me’ is your definition of yourself in a specific role. For example you might see yourself as a ‘good parent’ or a ‘loyal friend’. The ‘I’ is your opinion of yourself as a whole. The ‘I’ is your self-concept, is built up from the reaction of others to you , and the way you interpret those reactions. It can exercise considerable influence over your behaviour. For example if you see yourself as cowardly on the basis of the self-concept you have built up , you are unlikely to act bravely in situations. 
The notion of self is not inborn it is learned during childhood. Mead saw two main stages in its development. The first , known as the play stage, involves children playing roles that are not their own, like doctor, nurse, teacher. In doing so they become aware that there is a difference between themselves and the role that they are taking. Thus the idea of a self is developed as the child takes the role of a make-believe other.

The second stage in the development of self is the game stage . In playing a game, children come to see themselves from the perspective of the various participants. In order to play a game like football or cricket, children must become aware of their relationship to the other players. They must place themselves in the roles of others in order to appreciate their own particular role and by doing so see themselves from the perspective of the ‘generalised other’.

In Mead’s view the development of a consciousness of self is an essential part of the process of becoming a human being. It provides the basis for thought and action and the foundation of human society.
With an awareness of the self individuals are able to see themselves as others see them. They take the role of others and observe themselves from that standpoint and become aware of the views of themselves that others hold. This provides the basis for cooperative action in society. 

Culture, social roles and institutions
Although the existence of a culture and social roles does shape human behaviour to some extent, humans still have considerable choice as to how they behave. Social roles are not fixed, they are constantly being modified in the course of interaction.

The individual and society

Mead’s view of human interaction sees humans as both actively creating the social environment and being shaped by it. Individuals initiate and direct their own action while at the same time being influenced by the attitudes and expectations of others in the form of the generalised other.

Herbert Blumer

Blumer maintains that society must be seen as an ongoing process of interaction, involving actors who are constantly adjusting to one another and continuously interpreting the situation.

In Blumer’s view , symbolic interactionism rests on 3 basic premises:

1. Human beings act on the basis of meanings they give to objects and events.

2. Meanings arise from the process of interaction.

3. meanings are the result of interpretative procedures employed by actors within interaction contexts.
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Evaluation

· These are micro-approaches that see the individual as having agency, not simply as a recipient of external forces.
· Interpretevism enables us to see how social reality is constructed through meanings and negotiations.

· Developed research methods away from measuring behaviour to trying to what Weber saw as a deeper understanding of the meaning of social life
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· Interactionists have often been accused of examining human interaction in a vacuum. They have tended to focus on small scale interaction with little concern for historical or social setting.
· Symbolic interactionism ignores the impact of structural elements on individuals.

· Labelling assumes that social actors passively accept being labelled and tends to ignore resistance to labels.
