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Symbolic Interactionism is a sociological framework that emphasizes the importance of human interaction
and the use of symbols in shaping social reality. When exploring this theory, one might encounter various
principles that underpin its understanding of social behavior and communication. However, a common
point of confusion is identifying the core tenets that truly define symbolic interactionism. The phrase "The
Three Basic Tenets Of Symbolic Interactionism Theory Include All Of The Following EXCEPT:A)
Human" hints at a critical clarification: the theory does not focus solely on humans as isolated entities but
instead emphasizes the process of interaction and the symbolic meanings attached. This article delves into
the three fundamental principles of symbolic interactionism, clarifies what they involve, and explains what
is excluded from these core ideas.

---

Understanding the Foundations of Symbolic Interactionism

Before exploring the individual tenets, it’s vital to understand the essence of symbolic interactionism. This
sociological perspective originated in the early 20th century, primarily associated with thinkers like George
Herbert Mead and Herbert Blumer. The core idea is that society is constructed through human
interpretations, and social reality is created through interactions mediated by symbols, especially language.

Unlike other sociological theories that focus on large-scale social structures or economic forces, symbolic
interactionism zooms in on micro-level interactions, emphasizing how individuals interpret and respond to
each other in everyday life. It’s a perspective that recognizes humans as active agents who interpret the
world around them rather than passively reacting to external forces.

---

The Three Basic Tenets of Symbolic Interactionism

The three foundational principles that underpin symbolic interactionism are as follows:



Humans Act Toward Things Based on the Meanings They Ascribe to Them1.

The Meanings of Things Are Derived from Social Interaction2.

Meanings Are Modified Through an Interpretive Process3.

While these three form the core of symbolic interactionism, it’s important to clarify what is not included.
For instance, the phrase "include all of the following EXCEPT: A) Human" indicates that the theory does
not treat humans as merely biological or isolated entities, but as beings whose social reality is constructed
through symbolic interaction. Let’s explore each tenet in detail.

---

1. Humans Act Toward Things Based on the Meanings They
Ascribe to Them

This principle emphasizes that human behavior is not simply a response to external stimuli but is driven by
the meanings individuals assign to objects, events, or other people.

Key Concepts:

Symbols and Meaning: Humans interpret symbols—like words, gestures, or objects—to derive
meaning.

Active Agency: People actively interpret their environment and respond accordingly, rather than
reacting instinctively.

Subjective Reality: Each individual’s perception of the world shapes their actions.

For example, a handshake may symbolize greeting, trust, or agreement depending on cultural context and
personal interpretation. The meaning attached influences how individuals act during social interactions.

---



2. The Meanings of Things Are Derived from Social Interaction

This tenet underscores the idea that meanings are not inherent in objects but are created through social
processes.

Key Concepts:

Social Construction of Meaning: Society provides the context in which objects and symbols gain
meaning.

Role of Communication: Language and gestures are instrumental in assigning and negotiating
meanings.

Shared Understandings: Collective norms and cultural backgrounds influence how symbols are
interpreted.

For instance, a red traffic light’s meaning as a signal to stop is a social convention established through
collective agreement and reinforced via social interaction. Without social context, symbols lack fixed
meanings.

---

3. Meanings Are Modified Through an Interpretive Process

The third tenet highlights that the meanings attached to symbols are not static; they can be revised
through ongoing interaction.

Key Concepts:

Interpretation and Reflection: Individuals continually interpret and reinterpret symbols based on
new information or experiences.

Feedback Loops: Social interactions serve as feedback mechanisms that can reinforce or alter
meanings.



Dynamic Nature of Meaning: The fluidity of symbols allows for social change and adaptation.

For example, the meaning of a handshake has evolved in some contexts to symbolize a friendly gesture,
while in others, it might carry implications of formality or even suspicion. This ongoing interpretive
process is central to understanding social interaction.

---

What Is Excluded From These Tenets: The Role of Humans

The phrase "Include All Of The Following EXCEPT:A) Human" suggests that the theory does not treat
humans as purely biological or individual entities disconnected from social context. Instead, symbolic
interactionism centers on the social process—the ongoing interactions and the use of symbols that define
human experience.

Key Clarification:
- The theory does not focus solely on the biological or physical aspects of humans.
- It does not consider humans as isolated individuals without social interaction.
- Instead, it emphasizes that humans are social beings whose identities and realities are constructed through
interaction and shared symbols.

This distinction is crucial because it differentiates symbolic interactionism from other perspectives like
biological or structural theories that might focus on innate traits or social structures independently of
individual agency.

---

Conclusion: The Significance of the Three Tenets

Understanding the three basic tenets of symbolic interactionism is essential for grasping how individuals
interpret and navigate their social worlds. These principles emphasize that people act based on meanings
they assign, that these meanings are created through social interaction, and that they are always subject to
change through ongoing interpretive processes.

By recognizing what is not included—namely, a focus solely on humans as isolated entities—this
perspective highlights the importance of social context, symbols, and communication in shaping human
behavior and societal norms. This approach provides a nuanced understanding of social life, emphasizing
that reality is constructed through shared meanings and active human engagement.



In summary, while the core tenets of symbolic interactionism revolve around meaning, interaction, and
interpretation, they explicitly exclude the notion that humans are merely biological or detached beings.
Instead, they portray humans as dynamic, interpretive agents embedded within a web of social
relationships and symbolic systems.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the three basic tenets of Symbolic Interactionism theory?
The three basic tenets typically include that humans act toward things based on the meanings those things
have for them, these meanings are derived from social interaction, and these meanings are modified
through interpretive processes.

Which of the following is NOT a core tenet of Symbolic Interactionism?
Including options like 'Humans act based on the meanings they ascribe to things,' 'Meanings are created
through social interaction,' and 'Meanings are fixed and unchanging,' the correct answer would be that the
last is NOT a tenet, as meanings are considered flexible and interpretive.

How does Symbolic Interactionism explain human behavior?
It suggests that human behavior is influenced by the meanings individuals assign to objects, events, and
social interactions, which are formed through social processes and can be interpreted differently by each
person.

Which option is an exception when listing the basic tenets of Symbolic
Interactionism?
Including 'Human' as a core tenet is incorrect; the theory focuses on social processes and meanings rather
than simply stating 'Human' as a principle.

Why is 'Human' not considered one of the three basic tenets of Symbolic
Interactionism?
Because the theory centers on social interactions and the construction of meanings, not on human existence
per se, making 'Human' an unrelated or incomplete element in the list of tenets.

What role does social interaction play in Symbolic Interactionism?
Social interaction is fundamental, as it is through interactions that individuals develop and modify the
meanings of symbols and objects.



Can the meanings in Symbolic Interactionism change over time?
Yes, meanings are dynamic and can be modified through ongoing social interactions and interpretive
processes.

Which of these is NOT a component of the basic tenets of Symbolic
Interactionism?
The statement 'All of the following include Human' is incorrect because 'Human' alone is not a core tenet;
the focus is on social processes and symbolic meanings.

Additional Resources
Symbolic Interactionism stands as a foundational perspective within sociology and social psychology,
emphasizing the ways in which individuals interpret and give meaning to social symbols, interactions, and
their environment. This theoretical approach underscores the importance of human agency, language, and
shared symbols in shaping social reality. In examining the core principles of symbolic interactionism,
scholars have identified three fundamental tenets that form the backbone of this paradigm. However, in
some discussions or multiple-choice contexts, certain options—such as "Human"—may appear as distractors or
misinterpretations. This article aims to clarify these tenets comprehensively, analyze their significance, and
elucidate why some options, like "Human," do not constitute core principles of this theory.

---

Understanding the Foundations of Symbolic Interactionism

What Is Symbolic Interactionism?

Before delving into its tenets, it's essential to understand what symbolic interactionism entails. Developed
primarily by American sociologists George Herbert Mead and Herbert Blumer, this perspective posits that
society is constructed through human interactions mediated by symbols—most notably language.
Individuals interpret these symbols in social contexts, which then influence their behaviors and
perceptions.

The Role of Symbols and Meaning

At its core, symbolic interactionism emphasizes that human beings act based on the meanings they ascribe
to objects, events, and interactions. These meanings are not inherent but are negotiated and constructed
through social interactions. Language serves as the primary vehicle for such meaning-making, facilitating
shared understanding and social cohesion.

---



The Three Basic Tenets of Symbolic Interactionism

While different scholars might phrase these principles slightly differently, the core tenets remain
consistent across sociological literature. They serve as guiding propositions that explain how individuals and
societies interact and evolve.

1. Human Agency and Active Interpretation

Explanation:
The first tenet asserts that human beings are active agents in their social worlds. Unlike passive recipients
of social norms or structures, individuals interpret their environment, interactions, and symbols to derive
meaning. This interpretive process influences their subsequent behaviors.

Details & Significance:
- Active Role: Individuals do not merely respond to stimuli; they interpret and assign significance based on
personal, cultural, and social contexts.
- Subjectivity: Each person’s perception can differ, leading to diverse responses even in similar situations.
- Implications: This tenet highlights the importance of personal agency and the fluidity of social
interactions. It underscores that social reality is constructed through ongoing interpretive processes rather
than fixed laws.

Example:
A person might see a police officer and interpret their demeanor as threatening or friendly, depending on
personal experiences and societal narratives. This interpretation influences how the individual
responds—either with apprehension or trust.

---

2. The Use of Symbols and Language

Explanation:
The second tenet emphasizes that symbols—primarily language—are central to social interaction. Symbols
carry meanings that are understood collectively within a culture or social group. Through language,
individuals communicate, negotiate, and reinforce shared meanings.

Details & Significance:
- Symbols as Vehicles of Meaning: Objects, gestures, or words serve as symbols that stand for something
else.
- Shared Understanding: For effective communication, individuals must agree upon the meanings attached
to symbols.
- Dynamic Nature: Meanings can evolve over time as social contexts change.
- Role in Society: Symbols facilitate complex social coordination, socialization, and the development of
identity.



Example:
The word "family" conjures specific connotations that vary across cultures but generally include notions of
kinship, care, and social bonds. The shared understanding of this symbol influences expectations and
behaviors within social interactions.

---

3. The Social Construction of Reality

Explanation:
The third tenet states that social reality is not merely given but is actively constructed through interactions
and shared meanings. Society is a product of ongoing interpretative processes where individuals
collectively create and reinforce social norms, roles, and institutions.

Details & Significance:
- Co-creation of Social Norms: Through repeated interactions, certain behaviors and meanings become
institutionalized.
- Dynamic and Fluid: Social realities are continually negotiated and can change over time.
- Role of Socialization: From childhood, individuals learn shared symbols and meanings, shaping their
perception of reality.
- Implication: Understanding social phenomena requires examining the interpretive processes that produce
them.

Example:
The concept of "marriage" varies across cultures and historical periods. Its social construction influences laws,
rituals, and individual behaviors related to partnership and family life.

---

The Role of Human Beings in Symbolic Interactionism

While the three core tenets focus on interpretation, symbols, and social construction, the element of
"human"—or human nature—per se, is not explicitly listed as a core tenet. Instead, the emphasis is on how
humans, as active agents, interpret their world through symbols, which in turn shapes society.

Why "Human" Is Not a Core Tenet

In some multiple-choice or conceptual discussions, options like "Human" are included as possible answers.
However, this term is too broad and does not specify a principle unique to symbolic interactionism. It
merely describes the subject of the theory—humans—who are inherently involved in the interpretive
process. The theory’s focus is on how humans interpret and give meaning to symbols, not on the fact of
their humanity itself.



In other words:
- The core principles are about interpretation, symbol usage, and social construction.
- The fact that humans are the actors involved is a given, not a specific tenet.

---

Additional Clarifications and Common Misconceptions

Misinterpretation of "Human" as a Tenet

Some may mistakenly interpret "Human" as a tenet because it emphasizes the human subject. However, in
the context of symbolic interactionism, this is more about the agent involved rather than a fundamental
principle of the theory.

The Distinction Between Core Principles and Subjects

It is crucial to distinguish between the core principles—interpretation, symbols, social construction—and the
subjects or entities they apply to, such as humans. The core tenets are abstract propositions about processes,
not about entities themselves.

---

Broader Implications of the Three Tenets

Impact on Sociological Research

Understanding these tenets has profound implications for research methods and analysis. Researchers
employing symbolic interactionism often utilize qualitative methods like participant observation,
interviews, and discourse analysis to uncover how individuals interpret social symbols and construct
reality.

Application in Various Fields

- Education: Exploring how students interpret classroom interactions and symbols.
- Healthcare: Understanding patient-provider communication and the meanings attached to health and
illness.
- Criminal Justice: Analyzing how societal labels (e.g., "criminal," "victim") are socially constructed through
interaction.

Limitations and Criticisms

While influential, symbolic interactionism has faced critiques, such as its limited focus on macro-level
structures or power dynamics. Critics argue that it sometimes neglects broader social forces like economic



inequality, institutional structures, or systemic oppression.

---

Conclusion

Symbolic interactionism offers a nuanced perspective on how individual actions and social realities are
mutually constitutive. Its three core tenets—active interpretation, the use of symbols and language, and the
social construction of reality—provide a comprehensive framework for understanding human social
behavior at the micro-level. Recognizing that the inclusion of broad terms like "Human" as a core tenet is a
misconception helps clarify the theory’s precise focus. Instead, the emphasis remains on the interpretive
processes that enable humans to construct and navigate their social worlds.

Understanding these principles is vital for sociologists, social psychologists, and anyone interested in the
intricate dance between individual agency and societal influence. By examining how meanings are
negotiated and shared, scholars and practitioners can better appreciate the fluid, dynamic nature of social life
and contribute to more nuanced social analyses and interventions.
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