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Abstract

The aim of the article is to study the model of symbolic interactionism by the American sociologist
Herbert Blumer and to identify the analytical elements that are most applicable to the political
analysis of internet communications. The authors used the hermeneutic approach, including the
identification of central premises in Blumer's model as well as an additional interpretation of such
premises. Quantitative content analysis was used as an auxiliary methodological optics. The
analysis demonstrated that the analytical tools of symbolic interactionism from the Chicago School
(definitive and sensitizing concepts, exploration and inspection, etc.) can be effectively tailored
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and used for current research of internet communications in applied political science. The authors
conclude that identifying the transaction process is the most important result of applying Blumer’s
symbolic interactionism model to a study of social media communities by a political scientist. It
is demonstrated that the conditions of social media require investigating the mechanism of
behavior adaptation by each individual to the behavior of others. This gives an insight into the
mechanism by which social life and the political regime are streamlined and stabilized.
Keywords: Herbert Blumer, symbolic interactionism, internet, social media, political analysis,
internet communications, political regime, digitalization.

AHHOTALUA

Lenpto cTaTbu SBISIETCS BBISBICHUE AHATUTUYECKUX SJIEMEHTOB MOJEIU CHUMBOJIMYECKOIrO
MHTEPAKIMOHU3MAa aMepuKaHckoro couuosora ['epdbepra biaymepa, Haubosiaee npuMEHUMBIX AJIs
MOJIUTUYECKOT O UCCJIEIOBAHUS ~ HMHTEPHET-KOMMYHHUKAIUH. ABTOpBI  HCIIOJIB30BAIU
TEPMEHEBTUYECKUIM METOJ|, KOTOPBIA BKJIIOYAJ BBISBICHUE IIEHTPAJIBHBIX TE3UCOB MOJEIHU
bnymepa, a Takke NONOJHUTENBHYK) WX HMHTEpIpeTanuio. B KadecTBe BCIOMOTaTEIbHOM
METOI0JOTUYECKON ONTHKHU MOCITYKHUJI KOJIMYECTBEHHBIM KOHTEHT-aHanu3. Pe3ynbpTaThel aHanu3a
MOKa3aJid, 4YTO AHAUTHUYECKUM HMHCTpyMEHTApUi YUMKArckol MIKOJBI CHUMBOJIUYECKOTO
MHTEPAKIMOHU3MA (1e(UHUTUBHOE U CEHCUOMIN3UPYIOIIee OHITHE, Pa3BeAKa U MHCIEKIUS U
JIp.) MOXXHO XOpOIIO aJanTHPOBATh JJIsi COBPEMEHHOI'O HCCIEAOBAHUS CETEBBIX WHTEPHET-
KOMMYHUKalMi B NPUKIAAHOW MOIUTONOTHU. Jlemaercs BBIBOJ, 4YTO BBISBICHUE IIpolecca
TPaH3aKIUU — 3TO CAMOE€ BaXKHOE, YTO JaeT MOJEJIb CHMBOJIMYECKOTr0 MHTEpakmoHu3Ma birymepa
IIPU UCCIIEOBAHUH TOJIMTOJIOTOM COOOIIECTB cOLMaNbHBIX ceTel. [loka3aHo, 4TO B yCIOBHSIX
COLIMANILHBIX CeTe HeOoOXOIUMO H3y4aTh MEXaHWU3M MPHUCIOCOONIEHUS JIMHUN TIOBEICHUS
KOKJIOTO MHAMBUJA K JUHUSAM NOBEACHUS APYTMX WHAMBHUIIOB. JTO JACT IMOHUMAHHUE OCHOBBI
MEXaHHU3Ma YIOPSAIOYNBAHUS U CTAOMIH3AIMH COITUABHOM KU3HH U TIOTUTUYECKOTO PEKUMA.
KiaroueBbie caoBa: ['epbepr baymep, cuMBOIMYECKHMI HWHTEpaKIHOHM3M, HHTEpHET,
COIIMAJIbHBIE CETH, MOJMTHUYECKUN aHANIM3, UHTEPHET-KOMMYHHUKALUH, TOJUTUYECKUA PEXUM,
ndpoBuzarusi.

Introduction

The American sociologist Herbert Blumer has published a number of scientific papers that are
still awaiting reinterpretation by the academic political science community. The premise that the
construction of social reality is an ongoing process is of fundamental importance. This
actualization of the social interaction mechanism makes the modern political scientist pay close
attention to Blumer's model for understanding the processes taking place on the internet. Blumer’s
symbolic interactionism model is based on three main points:

a) All people act in relation to objects based on their existing meanings;

b) The meanings of objects are formed based on the social interaction between people;

¢) The meanings are used and transformed during the interpretation process [3].

On the one hand, these three premises were proposed by American scientists before the spread
of internet social media platforms and were intended to study real social processes. On the other
hand, the development of social media promotes their use for analyzing virtual reality and its
specific internet communications. Sociologists use several key terms that must be clarified. For
example, if "definition" for Blumer is a collective process of instructing another individual on how
to act and respond, then "interpretation" is a personal process of interpreting instructions from
other individuals [2]. According to Blumer, common definitive and interpretative templates form
a "transaction" mechanism for adapting the behavior of each individual to the behavior of others.

Unfortunately, modern political scientists and sociologists often fail to notice the obvious
usefulness of Blumer's theoretical and methodological model for studying virtual reality
phenomena. Thus, the aim of the article is to consider Blumer's symbolic interactionism model
and to identify the analytical elements that are most applicable to the political analysis of internet
communications.



Scientific literature review

The legacy of the American sociologist Herbert Blumer has been viewed as controversial by
researchers. The reason is clear since the American sociologist in many respects reworked the
earlier ideas of George Mead and was also part of the Chicago School of symbolic interactionism
founded by him, whose representatives paid more attention to new and creative interaction aspects.
Meanwhile, the Iowa School of symbolic interactionism (Manford Kuhn and Carl Couch,
University of lowa) focused on exploring the coherence between interactions. The Iowa School
used cybernetic and positivist principles, preferring to study small groups in the laboratory to
define the behavior patterns of actors and create a clear terminological apparatus for understanding
social phenomena. Unlike Herbert Blumer, Manford Kuhn relied on quantitative methods. The
Indiana School of symbolic interactionism (Sheldon Stryker, University of Indiana) began
studying the most stable symbolic templates that construct and reproduce social structures [4].
Stryker accepted that the premises of symbolic interactionism can be verified using both
quantitative and qualitative scientific methods.

Robert Prus believes that the Chicago School is the most consistent successor to the scientific
traditions of symbolic interactionism. Its main features are as follows: pragmatism as a focus on
active interactions and the procedural mechanism of social communities, production of terms, and
ethnographic study of the everyday experience of social groups [8]. An analysis of ethnopolitical
processes and phenomena in popular communities on the largest social media platforms is
becoming acutely relevant for law enforcement agencies. They could be helped by political
scientists working on interdisciplinary projects. Meanwhile, the ideas of the Indiana School can
be considered as a certain compromise between the Chicago and lowa schools; they are quite
interesting in terms of studying the legitimacy and stability of political regimes in the modern
digital era.

David A. Snow considers Blumer's three main methodological principles underdeveloped and
nonspecific since his focus on the problem of interpretation does not apply to researching a range
of social phenomena. Based on his experience in analyzing social movements, Snow suggests
using the following four principles to develop a theoretical framework of symbolic interactionism
instead of the three principles by Blumer: symbolization, interactive determination, human agency,
and emergence [9]. But Snow also clarifies that his approach does not contradict Blumer's basic
ideas. According to R.J. Maratea and David Keys, Blumer’s symbolic interactionism was an
innovative approach to social research and went far beyond the temporal and spacial limitations
that the French scientist Gustave LeBon, who studied the psychology of the masses, previously
had discovered [5]. Blumer managed to shift the focus of social sciences from structural to
interactive and behavioral explanations for social phenomena.

Some authors note that Bloomer criticized the mechanistic aspects of the social sciences that
treat causative explanations and the use of variables as dogma. Indeed, Blumer even criticized the
scientific research technique adopted by the academic community: hyperbolization of procedural
descriptions, the existing operationalization method, the dominance of quantitative methods, and
the ever-present variables [3]. R. Azarian believes that the main drawback of Blumer’s symbolic
interactionism model is a lack of concretization of the defining actions by social relations
participants. The transactions described by Blumer—that is, practices that people use to coordinate
their actions with other members of society, lack clarity. The American sociologist also does not
explain the social forces that unite people in any activity and compel them to coordinate their
behavior. There is virtually no discussion of the mechanism used by individuals to define and
approve the meanings of various objects [1]. The ambiguity leads to difficulties in trying to
integrate the theoretical concepts of symbolic interactionism with empirical experience.
Meanwhile, Azarian emphasizes that, despite its shortcomings, Blumer's symbolic interactionism
is a sound theoretical model with significant potential for an objective analysis of subtle
mechanisms of modern political power. Moreover, Roberto Venturini notes that Blumer gradually
improved and refined his views in his later works [10], coming back from epistemological



premises to recognizing the need for procedures in scientific research. Indeed, in his main scientific
work called Symbolic Interactionism. Perspective and Method, Blumer criticized the use of
detailed procedures for conducting scientific research, but it is not always noted that he proposed
his own procedures in the same book ("exploration" and "inspection"). This compels us to
reconsider the significance of symbolic interactionism and try to adapt its theoretical and
methodological toolset for modern political analysis. This is especially important in the context of
digitalization when people interact in communities on social media.

Methods

First, the hermeneutic approach was used to adapt Blumer's symbolic interactionism models to
the political analysis of modern internet communications. According to the German scientist W.
J. Patzelt, the hermeneutic approach is one of the most important methods in modern academic
political science. The hermencutic approach is used to understand a scientist’s assertion,
reconceptualize a research model, and adapt its premises and analytical elements to the present
day [7]. Patzelt believes that the hermeneutic approach is best used in two stages: 1) it is important
to obtain a preliminary meaning by defining the “central utterance” (the scientist's main premise);
2) additional interpretation of the identified premise and new information will be required to refine
the gained knowledge. Both stages of the analytical procedure are repeated until a political scientist
is able to gain a deep understanding of the controversial premise(s). Patzelt compares the two
stages of the hermeneutic approach with Archimedes' "movement of the screw" that gradually
draws closer to the essence of the considered problem. It is notable that Patzelt advises using
several hermeneutic approach techniques to solve complex problems:

a) Let it pass (the theory's unclear elements, premises, and terms are temporarily set aside until
more information is obtained for their full understanding);

b) Filling in (it is accepted that obscure theoretical elements, the author's terms and ideas may
also contain temporarily inaccessible meaning for the modern scientist);

c¢) Unless (due to the lack of a better explanation for a theoretical premise or element, scientists
use the operational explanation that is currently proposed);

d) Retrospective and prospective interpretation (the old meanings of the theoretical elements,
terms, and premises are rethought and reinterpreted if new data appear);

e) Constructing interpretative templates (based on analyzing consistent patterns after
performing hermeneutic procedures);

f) Interpretation of exceptions and deviations.

The Twitter community of the US President Donald Trump was chosen at the next stage to test
the applicability of Blumer’s symbolic interactionism model to the political analysis of internet
communications. Additional methodological optics of quantitative content analysis were
employed for this purpose:

a) The statistical web resource socialblade.com was used to check the relationship between the
growth in the number of posts (tweets) and increase in the number of the subscribers;

b) The statistical web resource tweetstats.com helped identify the most frequently used Twitter
community hashtags (hashtags (#) make it easier to search for information by keywords and are
also hyperlinks and political messages). This resource also provided information on Trump's
community reactions to other accounts. Thus, the content analysis units were the number of
subscribers, tweets, and hashtags in Trump's community.



Results
The hermeneutic analysis made it possible to: a) identify the central meaning of Blumer's
symbolic interactionism model elements; b) tailor the identified elements to the political analysis
of modern internet communications. All results were summarized in a table for convenience.

Table

Adapting Herbert Blumer's model to the political analysis of internet communications

Model
elements

Meaning of the elements

Adaptation

Definitive concept

The type of scientific term that clearly
defines a political phenomenon and
allows one to analyze its static features
(power, state, subject of management,

object of management, network
community, echo chamber, political
agenda, political discourse, artificial

intelligence, hashtags, etc.).

It enables an analysis of
the same political
phenomena in real and
virtual realms, comparing
their features and
identifying common
patterns from the political
science viewpoint.

Sensitizing concept

A type of scientific term that does not
clearly explain a poorly studied political
phenomenon but only outlines areas for
future detailed study (meme, archetype,
fakes, digitalization, digital sovereignty,
digital detox, etc.).

It helps analyze poorly
investigated political
phenomena in real and
virtual realms with the
aim of detailing and
transforming them into a
more specific definitive
concept.

during social interaction. Meanings can
be assigned to political symbols, coats of
arms (of countries, ministries and cities),
archetypes, memes, metaphors,
stereotypes, consistent behavior patterns,
political  party  brands,  political

Exploration A flexible research procedure that allows | Exploration should be
a scientist to switch from one search | used to analyze new
direction to another until the most | analytical communication
comprehensive explanation of social life | elements such as social
is obtained. media, the internet of

things, artificial
intelligence,  hologram,
cloud computing,
multiplayer computer
games, chatbots, machine
vision, and spam bots.

Inspection An intensive procedure for studying the | For example, the political
empirical aspects of analytical elements | discourse in social media
and the empirical content of the | communities can Dbe
relationships between these elements. It | studied using quantitative
involves an in-depth analysis of political | content  analysis and
phenomena identified by the exploration | additional SWOT
procedure using various scientific | analysis of
methods. communication effects.

Meanings Meanings are social products created | It will also be useful to

study the specifics of
representations and the
processes of distorting
initial  meanings  in
internet communications.




Model
elements

Meaning of the elements

Adaptation

statements, messages, image, slogans,
phrases and entire speeches of political
leaders, etc.

Interpretation

Interpretation is a personal process of
interpreting the instructions of other
individuals, including the meanings of
their words or actions. It is guided by
stimuli, prompts, and definitions of
meanings coming mainly from reference
groups. This intermediate process occurs
between the communication and its after-
effect.

Different interpretations
of the same political
meanings can be studied
in a comparative analysis
of various social media
communities.

Definition

This 1s a collective process of
communicating to another individual
instructions on how to act and respond.
Socialization becomes the cultivation of
an ability to successfully take on other
individuals' roles. Social control turns
into self-control as a result.

The dominant political
definition schemes can be
studied on the example of
the echo chamber effect
in social media
communities.

Transaction

Transaction involves adapting the actions
and behavior of each individual to the
actions and behavior of others as the basis
for ordering and stabilizing group life. A
transaction is actually a dual process of
interpretation  and  definition.  The
established group life templates are based
on the continuity of interpretative and
definitive schemes.

Continuity as an integral
part of a transaction can
be analyzed in terms of
established political
values in social media
communities.

Network

A network is the linking and
interdependence of various actions by
different individuals that possess a set of
meanings and interpretations and create
institutions. Even when faced with totally
novel situations, individuals develop
forms of joint action based on continuity
with previous collective interaction
patterns and set of meanings.

Such an approach to the
network helps
comprehend its
mechanism and prospects
for the institutionalization
of organized network
structures and
communities that are

based  primarily on
"strong"  rather than
"weak" ties.

Communication
process

It includes the following:
interdependence of forms of
communication;  changeability  and

variability of  presentations in
communication methods; changeability
and variability of people's sensitivity to
communication methods; interpretation
process; immersion in the world of
moving events.

This explanation is well-
correlated with modern
changes in social
media—algorithmic news
feeds take into account
the internet user's reaction
(their likes, comments,
reposts, views of specific
websites, etc.).

Functional groups

Social organizations with leaders and
interests endowed with various powers

This leads to rethinking
the  phenomenon  of




Model
elements

Meaning of the elements

Adaptation

and seeking to use communication
channels to influence key individuals
making political decisions.

influence  groups in
internet communications.
An example is the role of
social media bots in
shaping the political
agenda in the virtual
environment.

Public opinion

Diversified interaction between
functional groups occupying different
strategic positions and individuals rather
than between separate individuals.

Such a  perspective
provides a key to
understanding the

mechanism that shapes
the political agenda and
its impact in internet
communications.

The quantitative content analysis conducted using the socialblade.com website revealed a
relationship between the expanding number of tweets in Trump's virtual community and increase
in his subscribers (see figures 1, 2).
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Figure 1. Increase in Trump's community followers (M stands for million of followers)
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Figure 2. Increase in the number of tweets in Trump's community (K stands for thousand tweets)
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Figure 3. Trump's community reaction to other accounts and his retweets
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Figure 4. Popular hashtags in Trump's community

The quantitative content analysis using the tweetstats.com website (figure 3) revealed that
Trump's community interacts the most with the community of former US president Barack Obama
(the interaction includes contacts between the two accounts and the reaction of the members of
virtual communities forming around these accounts). There is also a reaction to the tweets of the
Republican politician Mitt Romney and the writer and producer Danny Zucker. Retweets include
tweets from their own community as well as from those of NBC, White House, and Trump's
relatives and supporters. The most commonly used hashtags in Trump's community (see figure 4)
are: #makeamericagreatagain, #trump2016, #celebapprentice, #maga, #1.
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Discussion and Conclusions

So, let us try to interpret the results. The hermeneutic approach helped us clarify the main
analytical elements of Blumer’s symbolic interactionism that are useful for the political science
study of internet communications: definitive concept, sensitizing concept, exploration, inspection,
meanings, interpretation, definition, transaction, network, communication process, functional
groups, public opinion. Of course, there are other elements, but the elements listed above can be
considered the most well-developed by the American sociologist. How can a modern political
scientist use these elements of Blumer's model?

First, during the first stage (exploration) of the study based on the Blumer model, a political
scientist can clarify the operational terms that they will have to deal with, for example, when
analyzing political discourse on social media. Grouping the terms into "definitive" and
"sensitizing" is a very useful approach. In many respects, the internet remains an innovative sphere
for academic political science; thus, certain generally accepted definitions may not suffice for its
interpretation and conceptualization. Meanwhile, the introduction of sensitizing concepts does not
violate Occam’s razor while broadening the researcher's horizons by providing them with the
advantages of an interdisciplinary principle. An example of such a sensitizing concept is the meme.
Richard Dawkins considers the meme to be a kind of replicator—that is, a reproducing and
disseminating element of cultural information; however, such an interpretation is not always
suitable for creating a procedure and conducting empirical research as it is insufficiently studied.
Nevertheless, the conditions of virtual reality enable identifying more specific internet memes as
a type of dual-layer viral network messages containing semiotically different opinions on current
news and issues. Such internet memes are usually packaged in vivid images. A similar sensitizing
and largely operational concept is proposed by S. A. Shomova. The quantitative content analysis
using socialblade.com that identified a relationship between the expanding number of tweets in
Trump's virtual community and increasing number of followers is an example of the research
exploration procedure proposed by Blumer.

Inspection as the next research stage may also include a series of empirical measurements of
internet memes. At the conclusion of this stage one may proceed to creating a more permanent
definitive concept. The quantitative content analysis through tweetstats.com that characterized the
interaction between Trump's community and other communities and accounts as well as hashtags
can also be viewed as an example of the second research stage using Blumer's model (inspection).
It is noteworthy that the meaning of two research stages (exploration and inspection) proposed by
Blumer coincides with the two hermeneutic approach stages according to the German scientist W.
J. Patzelt.

Identifying the dual "transaction" process is the most important outcome of applying Blumer’s
symbolic interactionism toolset to studying social media communities in political science. If, for
instance, certain network communities are considered as echo chambers, they can illustrate the
mechanisms of the two transaction components (interpretation and definition). It is extremely
important to understand how the behavior of each individual is tailored to the behavior of others
as the basis of ordering and stabilizing social life and the political regime. This is a key issue for
modern political power in the context of widespread internet social media, traditional state
sovereignty crisis, and declining public trust in traditional political institutions. The majority of
technologically advanced political regimes in various countries are interested in maintaining their
legitimacy and stability; therefore, they will use increasingly flexible and inconspicuous
manipulative technologies to control mass consciousness. The key goal of such technologies is the
political regime's control over the most important meanings of such concepts as justice, freedom,
equality, value, civil society, politics, effectiveness, democracy, etc. It is strategically important
for any political regime to control how such concepts are defined and interpreted.

Blumer's illustration of the network phenomenon can be considered a real breakthrough. His
hypothesis helps us evaluate the prospects for the institutionalization of modern network
communications which members of the public are taking an increasingly active part in and which
are increasingly controlled by large corporations and political regimes. Blumer's concepts of
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interdependence, interweaving, and variability of communications as well as mutual changeability
and variability of people's sensitivity to communication media are especially useful for internet
analysis since modern social media actually use algorithmic news feeds that take into account the
internet user's reaction. An analysis of innovative communication methods would be very useful
for researchers. For instance, if holographic chat emerges and becomes affordable, it will to an
extent revolutionize interaction between people. Currently, holograms are used only by political
leaders to maintain their positive image. Symbolic interactionism can also be used in future studies
of human interaction with artificial intelligence through social media platforms. Artificial
intelligence could be the future digital community development that will overtake the entire human
sociopolitical existence through compatible API algorithms, network communities, e-
governments, services, multiplayer games, holograms, the internet of things, machine vision, cloud
computing, drones, and Big Data methodological optics. Academic political science needs to pay
more attention to these phenomena to assist people in raising media literacy, resisting
fakes/manipulations, and preventing a destructive transformation of democratic regimes into
authoritarian and totalitarian ones in the conditions of digitalization. Political science in a digital
society reflects the political regime's effectiveness.

Blumer's concept of functional groups and their role in structuring public opinion has great
potential in the study of social media and communities by political science, despite being
underappreciated by researchers. Blumer is sometimes criticized for not analyzing the subjects of
political governance within his model, but the functional group concept could not be more suitable
for studying the role and place of modern political elites in network communications. Blumer's
model will likely benefit if supplemented with conceptual analysis of power by V. G. Ledyayev
[6] who studied the technologies of the subject of management toward the object of management
in detail. Functional groups fit well into the model of organized networks with strong ties that
according to the hypothesis by Dutch theoretician Geert Lovink are capable of displacing modern
networks with weak ties used by corporations like Facebook to profit from people. Of course, such
a civil collaboration is a priori opposed by the political elite. However, the elite itself is changing
with the advent of a network society, trying to stay current and simulate openness for anyone.
Other scientist besides Manuel Castells and John Urry have written about network elites. For
instance, Geert Lovink believes that transformation of the elite involves delegation of its authority
to community administrators, while most users are faced with a lack of time due to the constant
need to be online. Nevertheless, no scientist has yet proposed a detailed description of this new
elite in a digital society. Symbolic interactionism can provide an impetus for solving this problem
and will contribute to the transition of democracy to a new level of interaction between society
and the state.
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