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Introduction


This conceptual essay explores how symbolic interactionism can inform social informatics, particularly in the study of socially constructed concepts such as privacy. In the several decades since Herbert Blumer first articulated the principles of symbolic interactionism, it has become one of the dominant approaches of sociology. This lens strengthens the theoretical and methodological aspects of social informatics research. Examining how physical and virtual objects are defined and constructed can be, and often is, a significant component of social informatics investigations (Kling, 2000; Kling, Rosenbaum, & Sawyer, 2005). Perhaps this is particularly important in domains were those constructions are still emerging or are in the process of changing, as in Web 2.0. This presentation suggests that social informatics can use symbolic interactionism as a theoretical underpinning to analyze various aspects of Web 2.0. I review symbolic interactionism, demonstrate how it complements social informatics perspectives, and illustrate how it could inform social informatics research by examining privacy in the context of Web 2.0. 
Symbolic Interactionism

Symbolic interactionism is a theoretical approach developed by Herbert Blumer that emphasizes the constructed nature of human interaction.  His reasoning flows through three fairly simple premises: Humans act toward things on the basis of the meaning of those things; meaning is derived from social interaction; meanings are always interpreted (Blumer, 1969, p. 2). 

The things toward which human act are objects; an object is anything that can be designated or referred to. Blumer (1969) divides objects into physical (i.e., chair, tree), social (i.e., parent, Red Cross), and abstract (i.e., freedom, truth) categories (p. 10). All objects “are human constructs and not self-existing entities” (p. 68). Following Mead, Blumer notes that each individual has a self, meaning that “the human being is an object to himself” (p. 62) with which he can interact. The meaning of objects should be seen as “social products, as creations that are formed in and through the defining activities of people” (p. 5). Meaning, then, arises from an individual who is indicating an object and from the other individuals with whom he or she interacts. The same holds true for one’s self: since it is an object toward which an individual can act, “the self-object emerges from a process of social interaction in which other people are defining a person to himself [sic]” (p. 12). 

Recently, the theorist and symbolic interactionist David Snow (2001) revisited Blumer’s three “canonical” propositions and suggested four “orienting principles that Blumer’s conceptualization implies but does not fully articulate” (p. 368).
 These four principles provide a fresh way to conceptualize symbolic interaction, taking into account the philosophical, theoretical, and empirical work done since Blumer’s writing. 
Social Informatics and Symbolic Interactionism

As can be seen from the brief overview of symbolic interactionism above, it shares many foundational principles with social informatics. Social informatics focuses on “the interdisciplinary study of the design, uses, and consequences of information technologies that takes into account their interaction with institutional and cultural contexts” (Kling, Rosenbaum, & Sawyer, 2005, p. 16; emphasis added). Both perspectives emphasize the interactive, recursive nature of objects and their relation with one another. Kling (2000) called for researchers to understand technology as shaping, and shaped by, interactions with people. This interaction between objects (e.g., a computer and a person) is the central tenet of symbolic interactionism. 

Social informatics and symbolic interactionism focus on many of the same aspects, though sometimes with different terminology. Symbolic interactionism, however, has an advantage in that it is a widely recognized theory, with extensive testing and refinement, particularly in sociology, but also in library and information science. Symbolic interactionism, them, can lend the theoretical depth that social informatics may be lacking. In addition, symbolic interactionism instructs researchers to pay particular attention to how individuals define and relate to objects, a topic that is sometimes left implicit in social informatics studies. For its part, social informatics provides a way to study and understand technology and its implications in people’s daily lives.
 
In Practice: Web 2.0


To illustrate how symbolic interactionism can inform social informatics research, I will briefly explore privacy and its changing conceptualization in the context of Web 2.0. According to a 1997 survey, 99% of Americans believed privacy was either an essential or an important right (Best, Krueger, & Ladewig, 2006, p. 376). However, privacy is an amorphous term that is not easily defined (Kasper, 2005), particularly in the Web 2.0 environment. For example, individuals may post photographs of friends at social networking sites, which could result in embarrassment or even criminal investigations. From a social informatics perspective, researchers might investigate how the meanings and uses of these social networking sites have developed. From a symbolic interactionist standpoint, one could study how individuals define these sites, the information (such as photographs) that they share, and so on. Both perspectives could shed new light on the ways that privacy is now being conceptualized and how those definitions are changing due to interactions with technology and other individuals. As people interact with technology, others, and their digital selves, these interactions become reflected in their new understandings of related objects such as privacy. 
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� These principles will be explained further during the actual presentation.


� Another commonality between social informatics and symbolic interactionism, not addressed in this conceptual paper, is their emphasis on empirical, in-depth research. 





PAGE  
2007 SLIS Ph.D. Research Forum
Social Informatics & Symbolic Interactionism

Oltmann, p.2

