
what is symbol in sociology
what is symbol in sociology is a fundamental question that opens the door to
understanding how humans communicate, interpret, and create meaning within
social contexts. In sociology, a symbol is more than just a sign or an
object; it embodies shared meanings that are constructed and maintained
through social interaction. This article explores the concept of symbols,
their role in social life, and their significance in sociological theory and
everyday communication. By examining the characteristics of symbols, their
types, and how they influence human behavior and society, readers will gain a
deeper appreciation of the complex ways in which symbols shape social
reality. Additionally, the discussion will cover symbolic interactionism, a
key sociological perspective that emphasizes symbols as the foundation of
social life. The article concludes with examples of symbols in various
cultural and institutional contexts, illustrating their pervasive impact. For
clarity, the main sections are outlined below.

Definition and Characteristics of Symbols in Sociology

The Role of Symbols in Social Interaction

Types of Symbols in Sociological Context

Symbolic Interactionism: Theoretical Perspectives

Examples of Symbols in Society

Definition and Characteristics of Symbols in
Sociology
In sociology, a symbol is defined as any object, word, gesture, or image that
carries particular meanings recognized and shared by members of a social
group. Unlike mere signs, which may have a direct or natural connection to
what they represent, symbols rely on collective interpretation and cultural
context to convey meaning. Symbols are fundamental to human communication
because they allow individuals to express abstract ideas, emotions, and
values.

The key characteristics of symbols in sociology include their arbitrariness,
conventionality, and social construction. Symbols are arbitrary in that there
is no inherent or natural link between the symbol itself and the meaning it
represents; rather, this connection is established through social agreement.
They are conventional because their meanings are maintained and transmitted
through cultural norms and socialization processes. Finally, symbols are
socially constructed, meaning that their significance can vary across



different groups, societies, or historical periods.

Symbol as a Medium of Meaning
Symbols function as a medium through which individuals create and share
meaning. They enable communication beyond the literal or immediate,
facilitating understanding of complex social realities such as identity,
status, power, and ideology. The interpretative nature of symbols means that
they can evolve or change as social contexts shift, highlighting their
dynamic role in social life.

Distinction Between Symbols and Signs
It is important to distinguish symbols from signs in sociological discourse.
Signs generally have a direct, causal, or natural relationship with what they
signify, such as smoke indicating fire. Symbols, however, require
interpretation within a social framework. For example, a national flag is a
symbol representing a country and its values, but the connection between the
flag and the nation is established through collective meaning rather than a
natural link.

The Role of Symbols in Social Interaction
Symbols play a central role in social interaction by enabling individuals to
communicate, coordinate, and negotiate meanings. Through the use of symbols,
people can convey intentions, emotions, and social roles, which facilitates
the formation of social bonds and group cohesion. Symbolic communication is
essential for the development of self-awareness and social identity.

Communication Through Symbols
Human communication largely depends on the use of symbols such as language,
gestures, and rituals. Language, as a system of verbal symbols, allows
individuals to share complex ideas and engage in abstract thinking. Nonverbal
symbols, including body language and facial expressions, also convey meaning
and influence social interactions. The shared understanding of these symbols
lets individuals interpret others’ behaviors and respond appropriately.

Symbols and Social Norms
Symbols also reinforce social norms and values by embodying cultural
expectations. For example, symbols like religious icons or national emblems
uphold collective beliefs and moral codes. When individuals recognize and
respect these symbols, they demonstrate conformity and acceptance of societal



rules. Conversely, the violation or rejection of symbols can signify dissent
or social change.

Types of Symbols in Sociological Context
Symbols in sociology can be categorized into various types based on their
nature and function in social life. Understanding these types helps clarify
how symbols operate across different social domains and cultural settings.

Verbal Symbols
Verbal symbols include words, phrases, and language systems that convey
meaning through spoken or written communication. Language is the most
prevalent form of verbal symbolism, facilitating the transmission of culture,
knowledge, and social values.

Nonverbal Symbols
Nonverbal symbols encompass gestures, body language, facial expressions, and
other forms of nonverbal communication. These symbols often convey emotions
and social cues that complement or substitute verbal messages.

Material Symbols
Material symbols consist of physical objects that carry symbolic meaning
within a culture, such as clothing, flags, monuments, and religious
artifacts. These symbols often represent identity, status, or group
membership.

Abstract Symbols
Abstract symbols refer to ideas or concepts that are represented
symbolically, such as justice, freedom, or love. These symbols are often
expressed through language, art, or rituals and are crucial for conveying
shared values and beliefs.

Summary of Symbol Types

Verbal Symbols: Language, words, phrases

Nonverbal Symbols: Gestures, body language, facial expressions



Material Symbols: Objects, artifacts, clothing

Abstract Symbols: Concepts, ideas, values

Symbolic Interactionism: Theoretical
Perspectives
Symbolic interactionism is a major sociological theory that emphasizes the
importance of symbols in social interaction and the construction of social
reality. Rooted in the works of George Herbert Mead and Herbert Blumer, this
perspective views society as a product of everyday interactions mediated
through symbols.

Core Principles of Symbolic Interactionism
Symbolic interactionism is based on three core principles:

Meaning: Humans act toward things based on the meanings those things1.
have for them.

Language: Meaning arises out of social interaction and communication.2.

Thought: Individuals interpret and modify meanings through an internal3.
process of reflection.

These principles highlight how symbols are not static but are continuously
negotiated and redefined through interaction.

Implications for Social Identity and Behavior
This theoretical framework explains how individuals develop self-identity by
interpreting how others perceive them through symbolic communication. Social
roles, norms, and institutions are understood as symbolic constructs that
guide behavior and social organization.

Examples of Symbols in Society
Symbols permeate all aspects of social life and vary widely across cultures
and institutions. Recognizing these examples helps illustrate the pervasive
influence of symbols in shaping social experience.



Cultural Symbols
Cultural symbols include language, rituals, art, and traditions that express
the identity and values of a group. For instance, the American flag
symbolizes patriotism and national unity, while religious symbols like the
cross or crescent embody spiritual beliefs.

Social and Political Symbols
Symbols are used in social movements, political campaigns, and public
demonstrations to communicate ideals and mobilize support. Examples include
the peace sign, the raised fist symbolizing resistance, and logos
representing political parties.

Institutional Symbols
Institutions such as schools, corporations, and governments employ symbols to
represent authority, structure, and identity. School mascots, corporate
logos, and government seals serve as material symbols that convey
institutional significance.

Summary of Symbol Examples

National flags and emblems

Religious icons and artifacts

Social movement signs and gestures

Corporate logos and institutional seals

Frequently Asked Questions

What is a symbol in sociology?
In sociology, a symbol is anything that carries a particular meaning
recognized by people who share a culture, such as words, gestures, or objects
used to represent ideas or concepts.

Why are symbols important in sociology?
Symbols are important in sociology because they facilitate communication,



help individuals create shared meanings, and shape social interactions and
cultural norms.

How do symbols influence social behavior?
Symbols influence social behavior by guiding how people interpret situations,
communicate with others, and behave according to shared cultural meanings
associated with those symbols.

Can you give examples of common symbols in
sociology?
Common sociological symbols include language, gestures like a handshake or a
nod, clothing styles, religious icons, and national flags, all of which
convey specific cultural meanings.

What role do symbols play in symbolic
interactionism?
In symbolic interactionism, symbols are central as they are the means through
which people create meaning, develop self-identity, and interact with others
in society.

How do symbols differ from signs in sociology?
While both convey meaning, symbols have an agreed-upon meaning within a
culture and can be abstract, whereas signs typically have a direct or natural
connection to what they signify.

How are symbols created and maintained in society?
Symbols are created through social interactions and cultural agreements, and
they are maintained through continuous communication, rituals, education, and
media reinforcement.

What is the relationship between symbols and culture
in sociology?
Symbols are fundamental components of culture; they embody cultural values,
beliefs, and norms, enabling members of a society to communicate and maintain
their cultural identity.

Additional Resources
1. Symbolic Interactionism: An Introduction, An Interpretation, An
Integration
This book by Joel M. Charon offers a comprehensive overview of symbolic



interactionism, a key theoretical framework in sociology. It explores how
individuals create and interpret symbols in social interactions and how these
symbols shape society. The text integrates classic and contemporary
perspectives, making it accessible for both students and scholars interested
in the symbolic nature of social life.

2. Mind, Self, and Society
Written by George Herbert Mead, this foundational text in symbolic
interactionism examines the development of the self through social
interaction. Mead argues that the self emerges from the ability to take the
role of the other, mediated by symbols such as language. This work is
essential for understanding how symbols function in the construction of
identity and social reality.

3. The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life
Erving Goffman's classic book delves into the symbolic aspects of social
interaction by comparing everyday life to theatrical performance. Goffman
analyzes how individuals use symbols, such as gestures and expressions, to
manage impressions and convey meaning to others. The book is pivotal for
understanding the performative nature of social symbols and identity.

4. Symbols and Society: The Social Psychology of Symbolic Interactionism
This book explores the role of symbols in shaping social behavior and social
structure. It emphasizes the psychological processes involved in interpreting
and using symbols in everyday life. The text bridges sociology and social
psychology, providing insight into how symbols influence perception,
communication, and social order.

5. Interaction Ritual: Essays on Face-to-Face Behavior
Erving Goffman’s collection of essays investigates the micro-level social
rituals that involve symbolic communication. The book discusses how
individuals use symbols to maintain "face" and negotiate social interactions.
It highlights the importance of symbolic exchanges in creating social
cohesion and order.

6. Social Symbolism and Social Structure
This book examines the interplay between symbolic meanings and social
structures. It discusses how symbols are embedded in institutions, rituals,
and cultural practices, shaping social norms and power relations. The text is
valuable for understanding the macro-level impact of symbols in society.

7. Language and Symbolic Power
Pierre Bourdieu’s influential work explores the power dynamics inherent in
language and symbolic communication. He argues that language is not merely a
tool for communication but a means of exercising social power. The book
provides a critical perspective on how symbols contribute to social
inequality and domination.

8. Symbolism in Sociology: A Reader
This edited volume compiles key essays and articles that have shaped the
study of symbolism in sociology. It covers various theoretical approaches and



empirical studies, offering a broad understanding of how symbols function in
social life. The reader is useful for students and researchers seeking
diverse perspectives on symbolic sociology.

9. The Social Construction of Reality: A Treatise in the Sociology of
Knowledge
By Peter L. Berger and Thomas Luckmann, this seminal work discusses how
social reality is created and maintained through symbolic communication. The
authors argue that knowledge and meaning are constructed through daily
interactions mediated by symbols. The book is fundamental for grasping how
symbols underpin the shared realities of social groups.
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