
 

Page 1 of 4 
 

Herbert Blumer’s Contribution to Symbolic Interactionism. 

 

Herbert Blumer (1900–1987) was a prominent American sociologist who made 

significant contributions to the field of sociology, particularly in the areas of 

symbolic interactionism and social theory. He was born in St. Louis, Missouri, 

and received his education at the University of Missouri and the University of 

Chicago, where he studied under the influential sociologist George Herbert 

Mead. 

 

Blumer is best known for his development and refinement of symbolic 

interactionism, a sociological perspective that focuses on the ways in which 

individuals create and interpret symbols to make sense of their social world. He 

argued that human behavior is not determined by external forces or social 

structures but is instead shaped by the meanings that individuals attribute to 

their actions and the symbols they use to communicate these meanings. 

According to Blumer, these meanings are not fixed but are constantly negotiated 

and redefined through social interaction. 

 

One of Blumer's key contributions to symbolic interactionism was his emphasis 

on the importance of language and communication in the construction of social 

reality. He argued that language is central to human interaction, as it allows 

individuals to communicate complex meanings and to coordinate their actions 

with others. Blumer also emphasized the role of symbols in social interaction, 

arguing that symbols are used by individuals to represent and interpret the world 

around them. 

 

 

Theoretical Foundations: 

Blumer's approach to symbolic interactionism was rooted in the pragmatist 

tradition, particularly the work of George Herbert Mead. He emphasized the 

importance of understanding human behavior in terms of the meanings that 

individuals attribute to their actions and the symbols they use to communicate 

these meanings. 

Blumer rejected the idea of social behavior as being determined by fixed, 

external forces, such as social structures or institutions. Instead, he argued that 
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human behavior is shaped by the interactions between individuals and the 

meanings they assign to these interactions. 

 

Key Concepts: 

Symbolic Interaction: Blumer emphasized the central role of symbols in human 

interaction. He argued that individuals use symbols, such as language, gestures, 

and objects, to create and interpret meaning in their social interactions. 

Meaning: According to Blumer, meaning is not inherent in objects or actions but 

is created and negotiated through social interaction. He believed that individuals 

actively construct meaning based on their interpretations of symbols and the 

context in which they are used. 

Interaction: Blumer emphasized the importance of face-to-face interaction in the 

construction of meaning. He argued that social reality is created through 

ongoing interactions between individuals, rather than being imposed from 

outside. 

 

Key Propositions 

Herbert Blumer's approach to symbolic interactionism is based on several key 

propositions that outline the fundamental principles of this sociological 

perspective. These propositions emphasize the importance of symbols, meaning, 

interaction, and interpretation in shaping human behavior and social life. Here, 

we will elaborate on the key propositions of Blumer's approach to symbolic 

interactionism: 

 

Meaning: According to Blumer, individuals create and interpret meaning through 

their interactions with others. Meaning is not inherent in objects or actions but is 

constructed through social interaction. This construction of meaning is an 

ongoing process that is shaped by the social context in which it occurs. 

 

Symbols: Symbols are central to the process of meaning-making in symbolic 

interactionism. Symbols can take many forms, including language, gestures, and 

objects. Individuals use symbols to communicate with others and to convey 

meaning in social interactions. The meanings of symbols are not fixed but can 

vary depending on the context in which they are used. 
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Interaction: Blumer emphasized the importance of face-to-face interaction in the 

construction of meaning. Social reality is created and maintained through 

ongoing interactions between individuals. These interactions are characterized 

by a mutual exchange of symbols and meanings, which shape the social world. 

 

Interpretation: Individuals interpret symbols based on their own experiences, 

values, and beliefs. Interpretation is a subjective process that is influenced by a 

variety of factors, including cultural norms, socialization, and personal 

experiences. Interpretation is also a dynamic process that can change over time 

as individuals engage in new experiences and interactions. 

 

Self and Society: Blumer's approach to symbolic interactionism emphasizes the 

interplay between the self and society. The self is not a fixed or static entity but 

is constantly evolving through social interaction. The self is also influenced by 

the symbols and meanings that individuals encounter in their interactions with 

others. 

 

Social Construction of Reality: Blumer argued that reality is socially constructed 

through interaction. This means that what is considered real or true is not 

determined by objective facts but is instead shaped by the meanings that 

individuals assign to their experiences. Reality is therefore subjective and can 

vary from one individual to another. 

 

Pragmatism: Blumer's approach to symbolic interactionism is rooted in 

pragmatism, a philosophical tradition that emphasizes the practical 

consequences of beliefs and actions. Pragmatism rejects the idea of fixed or 

absolute truths and instead focuses on the practical effects of ideas and actions 

in shaping human behavior. 

 

Applications: 

Blumer's approach to symbolic interactionism has been influential in a wide 

range of areas, including sociology, psychology, communication studies, and 
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education. His emphasis on the importance of symbols and meaning in human 

interaction has shaped our understanding of social behavior and social change. 

Symbolic interactionism has been used to study various social phenomena, such 

as identity formation, socialization, deviance, and social movements. It has also 

been applied in practical settings, such as in the field of education to understand 

the dynamics of classroom interaction. 

 

 

Critiques: 

Critics of symbolic interactionism have argued that it places too much emphasis 

on individual agency and overlooks the role of social structures and institutions 

in shaping human behavior. They also point out that symbolic interactionism 

can be overly focused on micro-level interactions and may not adequately 

address larger social issues. 

In conclusion, Herbert Blumer's approach to symbolic interactionism has had a 

significant impact on the field of sociology. His emphasis on symbols, meaning, 

and interaction has provided valuable insights into the ways in which 

individuals create and interpret their social world. Blumer's work continues to 

be influential in sociology and related disciplines, shaping our understanding of 

human behavior and social interaction. 

 

 


