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George Herbert Mead’s Contribution to Symbolic Interactionism 

 

George Herbert Mead (1863-1931) was a pioneering American philosopher and 

sociologist who made significant contributions to the development of symbolic 

interactionism, a key theoretical perspective in sociology. Mead's ideas laid the 

foundation for this perspective, which focuses on the ways in which individuals 

create and interpret symbols to make sense of their social world. In this essay, 

we will explore Mead's contributions to symbolic interactionism in detail. 

 

The Social Self: 

 One of Mead's most important contributions to symbolic interactionism is his 

concept of the "social self." Mead argued that the self is not a fixed or static 

entity but is instead a product of social interaction. He believed that the self 

emerges through a process of interaction with others, in which individuals take 

on the perspectives of others and internalize these perspectives to form their 

own self-concept. 

Mead's concept of the social self is based on his theory of the mind, which he 

saw as the ability to take the perspective of others. He argued that individuals 

are able to understand and interpret the actions of others by imagining 

themselves in the other person's position. This process of taking the perspective 

of others allows individuals to anticipate how others will react to their actions 

and to adjust their behavior accordingly. 

The development of the social self begins in early childhood, as children learn 

to take on the roles and perspectives of others in their social environment. 

Through play and imitation, children learn to see themselves as others see them, 

and to internalize the expectations and norms of their society. This process of 

socialization continues throughout the lifespan, as individuals interact with a 

variety of social groups and contexts. 

Mead also distinguished between two aspects of the self: the "I" and the "Me." 

The "I" represents the spontaneous and creative aspect of the self, while the 

"Me" represents the socialized aspect of the self, which is shaped by the 

expectations and norms of society. According to Mead, the self is constantly in 

flux, as individuals navigate between these two aspects in their interactions with 

others. 

Overall, George Herbert Mead's concept of the social self has had a profound 

influence on the field of sociology, particularly in the areas of social psychology 

and symbolic interactionism. His ideas about the development of the self 
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through social interaction and communication continue to be relevant today, 

shaping our understanding of human identity and behavior. 

 

Role of Symbols: 

 Mead emphasized the role of symbols, such as language and gestures, in the 

formation of the self. He argued that symbols are used by individuals to 

communicate with others and to represent objects and ideas. Through the use of 

symbols, individuals are able to create shared meanings and to engage in 

complex social interactions. 

George Herbert Mead's concept of the role of symbols is central to his theory of 

symbolic interactionism, which emphasizes the importance of symbols in 

shaping human behavior and social interaction. According to Mead, symbols are 

the building blocks of social life, and they play a crucial role in the development 

of the self and the formation of social reality. Symbols are any gestures, objects, 

or words that carry shared meanings within a particular social group. 

One of Mead's key insights was that symbols allow individuals to communicate 

with one another and to create shared meanings. For example, language is a 

system of symbols that allows individuals to communicate complex ideas and to 

coordinate their actions with others. Mead argued that symbols are not static or 

fixed, but are instead dynamic and can change over time as they are used and 

interpreted in different ways by different individuals. 

Mead also emphasized the importance of symbols in the development of the 

self. He argued that the self emerges through a process of interaction with 

others, in which individuals take on the perspectives of others and internalize 

these perspectives to form their own self-concept. Symbols play a crucial role in 

this process, as they are used by individuals to represent and interpret the world 

around them. 

Another key aspect of Mead's theory of symbols is the idea of significant 

symbols. Significant symbols are symbols that evoke the same meaning in 

different individuals. These symbols are crucial for communication and social 

interaction, as they allow individuals to understand and respond to each other's 

actions. Mead believed that significant symbols are the basis of human society, 

as they allow for the creation of shared meanings and social norms. 

Overall, George Herbert Mead's concept of the role of symbols has had a 

profound influence on the field of sociology. His ideas about symbols as the 

basis of social interaction and the development of the self continue to be 

relevant today, shaping our understanding of human behavior and social life. 
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Mind, Self, and Society:  

George Herbert Mead's "Mind, Self, and Society" is a seminal work in the field 

of sociology, in which he outlines his theory of the social self and its 

development through social interaction. Published posthumously in 1934, the 

book is based on Mead's lectures and notes and has had a significant influence 

on the development of symbolic interactionism and social psychology. 

In "Mind, Self, and Society," Mead explores the relationship between the 

individual and society, focusing on how the mind and self are shaped by social 

interaction. He argues that the self is not a fixed or static entity, but is instead a 

product of social interaction, in which individuals take on the perspectives of 

others and internalize these perspectives to form their own self-concept. 

One of the key concepts in "Mind, Self, and Society" is Mead's distinction 

between the "I" and the "Me." The "I" represents the spontaneous and creative 

aspect of the self, while the "Me" represents the socialized aspect of the self, 

which is shaped by the expectations and norms of society. According to Mead, 

the self is constantly in flux, as individuals navigate between these two aspects 

in their interactions with others. 

Mead also emphasizes the role of symbols in the development of the self. He 

argues that symbols, such as language and gestures, are used by individuals to 

communicate with others and to create shared meanings. Through the use of 

symbols, individuals are able to take on the perspectives of others and to 

understand how others see them, which is crucial for the development of the 

self. 

Overall, "Mind, Self, and Society" is a groundbreaking work that has had a 

lasting impact on the field of sociology. Mead's ideas about the social self and 

the role of symbols in social interaction continue to be influential today, shaping 

our understanding of human behavior and social life. 

 

The I and the Me: 

 George Herbert Mead's concept of the "I" and the "Me" is a key element of his 

theory of the self, which he developed as part of his broader theory of symbolic 

interactionism. According to Mead, the self is not a fixed or static entity, but is 

instead a dynamic process that emerges through social interaction. The "I" and 
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the "Me" represent two aspects of the self that are in constant interaction with 

each other. 

1. The "I": The "I" represents the spontaneous and creative aspect of the 

self. It is the part of the self that is unreflective and immediate, 

responding to situations in the moment without much thought or 

consideration. The "I" is the source of creativity and innovation, as it 

allows individuals to respond to new situations in novel ways. 

2. The "Me": The "Me" represents the socialized aspect of the self. It is the 

part of the self that is shaped by the expectations and norms of society. 

The "Me" is formed through social interaction, as individuals internalize 

the perspectives of others and come to see themselves as others see them. 

The "Me" is the part of the self that is aware of social roles and 

expectations, and that guides behavior based on these understandings. 

According to Mead, the "I" and the "Me" are in constant interaction with each 

other. The "I" responds to situations in the moment, but its actions are 

influenced by the "Me," which is shaped by past experiences and socialization. 

The "Me" provides a sense of continuity and stability to the self, while the "I" 

provides a sense of spontaneity and creativity. 

Mead's concept of the "I" and the "Me" has had a profound influence on the 

field of sociology, particularly in the areas of social psychology and symbolic 

interactionism. His ideas about the dynamic nature of the self and the role of 

social interaction in shaping identity continue to be influential today, shaping 

our understanding of human behavior and social life. 

 

Significant Symbols:  

Mead's concept of significant symbols is a central idea in his theory of symbolic 

interactionism. Mead argued that significant symbols are crucial for human 

communication and social interaction, as they allow individuals to create shared 

meanings and to coordinate their actions with others. Significant symbols are 

symbols that evoke the same meaning in different individuals, and they are 

essential for the development of language and the formation of social norms and 

institutions. 

One of Mead's key insights was that significant symbols are the basis of human 

society, as they allow individuals to communicate and to create shared 

meanings. Language is the most important example of a system of significant 

symbols, as it allows individuals to communicate complex ideas and to 

coordinate their actions with others. Mead believed that language is not innate, 
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but is instead learned through social interaction, as individuals come to 

understand the meanings of words and how to use them in different contexts. 

Mead also argued that significant symbols are crucial for the development of the 

self. He believed that the self emerges through a process of interaction with 

others, in which individuals take on the perspectives of others and internalize 

these perspectives to form their own self-concept. Significant symbols play a 

crucial role in this process, as they allow individuals to understand how others 

see them and to develop a sense of social identity. 

Overall, George Herbert Mead's concept of significant symbols has had a 

profound influence on the field of sociology. His ideas about the role of symbols 

in human communication and social interaction continue to be influential today, 

shaping our understanding of language, culture, and social identity. 

 

 Role of Play and Games:  

Mead's theory of the role of play and games in the development of the self is an 

important aspect of his broader theory of symbolic interactionism. Mead argued 

that play and games play a crucial role in the socialization process, helping 

individuals to develop a sense of self and to learn the norms and values of their 

society. According to Mead, play and games are important because they allow 

individuals to take on the roles of others and to develop a sense of empathy and 

social understanding. 

One of Mead's key insights was that play is not just a form of entertainment, but 

is also a form of social interaction. In play, individuals are able to take on 

different roles and to experiment with different identities. This allows them to 

develop a sense of self that is flexible and adaptable, rather than fixed and rigid. 

Mead also believed that games play a crucial role in the development of the self. 

Games are more structured than play, and they require individuals to follow 

rules and to cooperate with others. By participating in games, individuals learn 

to regulate their behavior according to social norms and expectations. Games 

also teach individuals about the importance of cooperation and competition, and 

they help to develop a sense of social responsibility and morality. 

Overall, George Herbert Mead's theory of the role of play and games in the 

development of the self highlights the importance of social interaction in 

shaping human behavior. His ideas about the importance of play and games in 

socialization continue to be influential in the field of sociology, and they 

provide valuable insights into the ways in which individuals learn to navigate 

the social world. 
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Influence on Symbolic Interactionism:  

George Herbert Mead's influence on symbolic interactionism is profound, as his 

ideas laid the foundation for this major theoretical perspective in sociology. Mead's 

work, particularly his theories on the self, language, and social behavior, has 

significantly shaped the development of symbolic interactionism. Here are some 

key aspects of Mead's influence on symbolic interactionism: 

1. The Self: Mead's concept of the self as a product of social interaction has 

been central to symbolic interactionism. He argued that the self emerges 

through a process of taking the role of the other, where individuals 

imagine how others perceive them and adjust their behavior accordingly. 

This idea of the self as socially constructed and dynamic is a core tenet of 

symbolic interactionism. 

2. Symbolic Interaction: Mead emphasized the role of symbols, 

particularly language, in shaping social interaction. He argued that 

symbols are the basis of human communication and that they allow 

individuals to create shared meanings. This idea forms the basis of 

symbolic interactionism, which focuses on how symbols are used in 

social interaction to construct meaning and reality. 

3. Role-Taking: Mead's concept of role-taking, where individuals take on 

the perspectives of others, has been influential in symbolic 

interactionism. This idea highlights the importance of perspective-taking 

in social interaction and how it influences individuals' understanding of 

themselves and others. 

4. Meaning-Making: Mead's work underscores the importance of meaning-

making in social interaction. He argued that individuals interpret symbols 

based on their own experiences and that these interpretations shape their 

behavior. Symbolic interactionism builds on this idea by emphasizing the 

subjective nature of meaning and how it is constructed through social 

interaction. 

5. Pragmatism: Mead was part of the pragmatic tradition, which 

emphasizes the practical consequences of beliefs and actions. This 

pragmatic approach is reflected in symbolic interactionism, which 

focuses on how individuals' actions are guided by the meanings they 

attribute to symbols and how these meanings are negotiated in social 

interaction. 
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Overall, George Herbert Mead's ideas have had a lasting impact on symbolic 

interactionism, shaping its theoretical framework and influencing how sociologists 

understand social behavior and interaction. His work continues to be a cornerstone 

of symbolic interactionist theory and a key influence in the field of sociology. 

 

In conclusion, George Herbert Mead made significant contributions to the 

development of symbolic interactionism. His ideas about the social self, the role of 

symbols, and the importance of social interaction have had a lasting impact on the 

field of sociology, shaping our understanding of human behavior and social life. 

 

 


