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 The study of Intercultural Communication includes a wide-range of different 

theories and applications used to describe and explain communicational norms, habits 

and problems that exist in cross-cultural communication. What follows is a literature 

review of one particular theory used to explain how individuals incorporate symbols and 

meaning into their communication in order to convey messages and interact. Symbolic 

Interactionism, one of the many social scientific theories that is studied in 

communication. It claims that humans (actors) are responsible for the reciprocal meaning 

of the interaction. In other words, symbolic interaction is the study of how and why 

actors interpret meaning. For the purpose of this essay, I will be applying Symbolic 

Interactionism to cases of human ecology in regards to better understanding Intercultural 

Communication in city living. By examining differences in the symbolic meaning 

cultural groups experience, we can better understand how to coexist in a melting-pot 

society.  

 

History 

 Symbolic Interactionism originally derived from theorists George Herbert Mead 

in approximately 1937 (Aksan, Kisac & Aydin, 2009; Lal, 1995). However there are 

many theorists that played a valuable role in the development of the theory such as John 

Dewey, W.I Thomas, Robert E. Park, William James, Charles Cooley, and James 

Baldwin (Blumer, 1969). While these theorists’ ideas and contributions varied, all 

scholars supported the general understanding that human interaction is the center of 

Symbolic Interactionism. Herbert Blumer, a student of Professor Mead, is also highly 

credited for the development of the theory and was the first to name “symbolic 
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interactionism” (Blumer, 1969). Blumer identified two ways in which humans (actors) 

apply meaning: “(1) Meaning is something attributed to objects, events, phenomenon, 

etc. (2) Meaning is a “physical attachment” imposed on events and objects by human” 

(Aksan, Kisac & Aydin, 2009; Blumer, 1969). In symbolic interaction theory we study 

the meanings that humans (actors) apply to raw material. These meanings are subject to 

change over time, in addition to changes of other variables such as social events, socio-

geographical locations, and personal perspective. Since all humans define and interpret 

different and individualistic meanings to objects there is no guarantee in how 

communication will be decoded (Shott, 1979). Thanks to Blumer’s contributions and 

curiosity to Mead’s original interest in understanding symbolic meaning we can now gain 

a better insight on social interaction (Lehn, 2011).  

 

Blumer’s Key Premises (Blumer 1969) 

 To better understand Symbolic Interactionism, it is best to examine Blumer’s 

three key premises of the theory.  

1.) “Humans act toward things on the basis of the meanings they ascribe to those things." 

 This first premise is general and easy to understand. Humans (actors) assign 

meaning to particular objects. The meanings exist within an individual’s own person and 

is unique in that sense to one’s self.  

2. "The meaning of such things is derived from, or arises out of, the social interaction 

that one has with others and the society." 

 The second premise Blumer uses to explain Symbolic Interactionism helps 

describe where the meanings of objects develop. The understanding of perceived 
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meaning and definition come from interaction and society. Overtime these meanings can 

grow in significance, fade away, or remain neutral.  

3.  "These meanings are handled in, and modified through, an interpretative process used 

by the person in dealing with the things he/she encounters." 

 Lastly, Blumer’s third premise helps us understand how we decode 

communication and social interaction. This premise is where theorist have argued 

Symbolic Interactionism as psychological because it involves the mind and how we 

interpret and handle meaning.  

  

Symbolic Interactionism and Culture 

 Symbolic Interactionism is primarily seen as a social process rather than a social 

structure because it changes with ongoing human life. Lal, (1995) called the theory a 

cultural process because factors including race and ethnicity need to be considered and 

analyzed according to current sociological contexts of society rather than factors based 

off of an unchanging social structure. As society grows and changes, meanings and 

definitions do as well.  

  Researchers use Symbolic Interaction theory to predict, explain and understand 

human ecology, or the relationship humans have with natural, social and self-built 

environments around them. In other words, researchers identify key symbols and 

meanings associated to a unique environment to explain cultural patterns that exist within 

that particular environment (Lal, 1995). Such patterns may include inclusion, exclusion, 

social differences, and geographical preferences.  



Greiner	 5	

 We can gain a better understanding of this concept and how the theory is applied 

by recognizing the isolation ethnic groups experience in city living. Often times we find 

that cities are subdivided into smaller sub-cities according to ethnic groups (this isolation 

is not always consistent, and may vary with ethnic groups and by region) (Lal, 1995). An 

example of this is the China Town district of a large city, or the stereotype that Blacks 

primarily live in the “ghetto.” The ethnic isolations away from other cultural groups 

create a co-existing barrier that limits possibilities for desegregation (Lal, 1995). 

Importantly I want to note that while cities are in fact desegregated, the ethnic isolations 

cities exhibit create symbolic meaning that segregation and race prejudice conflicts still 

do exist. Symbolic Interactionismists study these shared-applied meanings and use the 

results to explain the gaps that are created by cultural-ethnic groups within city limits.  

 In addition to applying this theory to understanding why ethnic groups isolate 

themselves within parts of a city, this theory can be applied in many other situations. For 

example, I think it would be interesting to examine they symbolic interactionism and 

meaning that exists here at the Penn State University. Possible core research topics could 

address the meanings students attribute to individual majors, colleges, and academic 

levels. Like the human ecology city study, we could also use Symbolic Interaction theory 

to examine where students live and the meaning behind their choices. 

  

Critique 

 Like many other theories studied in communication, Symbolic Interactionism 

suffers a harsh critique. Because individuals create personal definitions and meanings to 

objects, the results can be so diverse that there is very little commonality across the board 
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(Lehn, 2011). This makes the theory hard to test and predict. In addition the theory is 

neither psychological nor sociological, but instead is limited to individualistic 

perceptions. As a result Symbolic Interactionism theory fails to explain society and social 

structure definitions and meanings on a general premise (Aksan, Kisac & Aydin, 2009). 

Because Symbolic Interactionism is individually centered on personal meaning and 

interpretation, I can’t see how the theory could improve. Learning more about the 

meanings individuals attribute to specific objects or ideas would be beneficial, however 

because meaning is psychological it would pose a challenge to evaluate consistency 

because people’s views and beliefs can change. If these changes occur and are left 

unaccounted for the results would be incorrect.   

 In conclusion, Symbolic Interactionism plays an important role in understanding 

how people communicate and how individuals and groups apply symbolic meaning to 

objects. The role of the meanings these objects play in society is crucial to understanding 

how we co-exist in a melting pot. As researchers continue to study this area of 

communication, we can except to gain a better understanding of symbolic meaning and 

it’s affects on the social interaction.  
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