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South Dakota State University 
 
 
 
Note:  Due to the broad variety of introductory textbooks effectively taught by all faculty 
in the system, it is necessary to select a primary source for base definitions that can be 
accessed by all students.  For purposes of concept definition and, where needed, 
expansion, all wording is drawn from The Blackwell Dictionary of Sociology: A User’s 
Guide to Sociological Language, Allan G. Johnson (published in 1995 by Blackwell 
Publishers: Oxford, UK).  All other examples and discussion are drawn from my notes. 
 
SOCIAL INTERACTION 
 
Social Interaction:  “An interaction is the process that takes place when people act in 
relation to one another in a social context.  Although this may seem obvious, the concept 
of interaction rests on an important distinction between action and behavior.  Behavior 
includes everything we do, from scratching an itch to writing a novel to playing football.  
Action, however, is intentional behavior based on an idea of how other people will 
interpret and respond to our behavior.  In social interaction, we perceive other people and 
social situations and from these construct ideas of what is expected, of what values, 
beliefs, and attitudes apply.  On this basis, we choose to act in ways that will have the 
meanings we intend them to have” (1995: 143). 
 
Social interaction encompasses all forms of interrelation and the knowledge of the context 
in which the interaction takes place.  Social interaction is a key concept of sociological 
theories by which we understand individual and group behavior. 
 
Forms of interaction:  All forms of interaction, very broadly, reflect end purposes.  
Conflict interaction can be a challenge to broadly accepted mores and norms on an 
individual, group, societal or inter-national basis.  Cooperative interaction enables the 
fruition of shared goals; and exchange interaction facilitates meeting individual and 
group needs.  Some forms of interaction are best known on a societal basis, such as 
interactions reflecting assimilation (absorbing an outsider into a dominant normative 
culture) or segregation (systemic and systematic exclusion of a group from the dominant 
society).    
 
Context of interaction:  All forms of interaction are also reliant on the context in which 
they occur.  The negotiation of a peace treaty between nations is a very different context 
of resolving conflict in interaction than the negotiation of a curfew between a parent and 
adolescent.  The context encapsulates the “rules” that apply in the interaction to take 
place.  These contexts range from everyday interactions (e.g. buying, selling, greeting an 
acquaintance) to interactions which occur in specific social organizations or institutions 
(e.g., talking to your boss or your professor).  Social contexts contain the norms, values 
and mores of any given culture, and prescribe the action to be taken in relation to the 
other person or group. 
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Sociological Theories of Interaction:  While all sociological theories contain interaction 
(see socialization), some theories specifically focus on how we interact as a way of 
understanding society as a whole.   
 
Symbolic Interactionism:  “As a major theoretical perspective within sociology, the 
interactionist perspective focuses on the concrete details of what goes on among 
individuals in everyday life….Interactionists study how we use and interpret symbols not 
merely to communicate with one another but to create and maintain impressions of 
ourselves, to forge a sense of self, and to create and sustain what we experience as the 
reality of a particular social situation.  From this perspective, social life consists largely 
of a complex fabric woven of countless interactions through which life takes on shape 
and meaning” (1995:143-144).   
 
Exchange theory: “Exchange theory includes two similar but quite distinct approaches to 
social interaction and relationships.  The first…views people as rationally trying to get 
what they need by exchanging valued resources with others.  The model usually takes the 
form of two people interacting, as when spouses exchange love with one another, friends 
exchange favors, or subordinates in bureaucracies give compliance in return for rewards 
from superiors….A European version of exchange focuses not on pairs of actors but on 
exchange between individuals and groups or other social systems as a whole.  By 
participating in a system based on mutual loyalty and sharing, individuals may make 
contributions and derive benefits not from interactions with particular people but from 
their overall participation in the system….The values are quite different from the first 
version of exchange theory—sharing, loyalty, and mutual cooperation, for example, 
rather than calculations of self-interest and maximization of individual gain” (1995:103).  
Primary theorists are, respectively, Blau and Mauss. 
 
Dramaturgy: Developed by Erving Goffman, the dramaturgical perspective presents 
social life as theater.  “Everyone is at once actor in relation to others as audience and 
audience in relation to others as actors.  Expectations that apply in each situation 
constitute a social script that actors use to guide rather than dictate their performance.  
From the dramaturgical perspective,…a key goal of social actors is to present their 
various selves in ways that create and sustain particular impressions, especially favorable 
ones.  Since actors and audiences are mutually dependent on one another, it is in 
everyone’s interest to support and protect the performances of all those involved” 
(1995:87).  This theoretical approach includes supplemental concepts of backstage 
(private situations in which actions which could cause embarrassment in public 
situations, such as burping or farting, are acceptable) and front stage (public situations). 
 
Role theory: “A role is a set of ideas associated with a social status that defines its 
relationship with another position” (1995:236).  Our roles vary from the personal (e.g. 
daughter, mother, wife, etc.) to the public (e.g. student, employee, citizen, etc.).  
However, all roles incorporate beliefs about who this role is, values related to what the 
objective of the role is, norms about how one is to appear or behave in any given role, 
and attitudes which are appropriate to someone in that position.  Our interactions, then, 
are driven by the quest to successfully execute a role performance that meets these social 
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standards.  For example, a good father role performance may be indicated by the ability 
to set limits on children, whereas a good boss role performance may be indicated by the 
ability to encourage workers to work beyond their abilities. 
 


