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Obijective: The purpose of the article is to bring Mead’s and post-structuralists’ views closer
together. Here, Symbols and discourses play an important role. That is, we have reached from
the simple type of speaking which was through symbols to the complex type which is through
discourses. Here, a complexity has happened in language. It is possible that we can get help
from George Herbert Mead for the Post-structuralism and solving the problem of the ‘subject’.
Therefore, identifying the quality of establishing a relationship between Mead and Post-
structuralists is the aim of this study.

Method: In terms of method, theoretical research has been done on two series of sources:
first, authors who have commented on symbolism, and second, writers who have spoken about
discourse theory. In the following, the place of language and meaning as well as considering
various aspects of discourse and also theories realted to post-structuralists, in sum, will give
some theoretical considerations.

Results: Symbols including words, signs, letters, etc. provide a basis for creating common
meaning and interpersonal and social understanding through language. As a result, the
thinking process is prepared. It may be seen that the phenomenon of thinking has emerged
and grows in the social environment. The subject of ‘self” and ‘mind’ are understood and
realized in this social milieu and throurgh language. Also, in the process of emergence of
thought, symbols play an important role. According to Mead, the necessity of this process is
the real world and experience, which ultimately shapes the world of discourse.

In more complex situations, we deal with larger units such as text, films, speech, etc., which
try to convey meaning to audience. Due to the complexity of the meaning, it beccomes
necessary to discover the rules in how to use expressions, sentences, etc, and as a result,
discursive structures become symbolic tools. This process has led to the formation of the post-
structural school and pluralism of understanding. George Herbert Mead is mentioned next to
people like Michel Foucault.

Conclusion: When we move from symbols to discourses, we need to understand this
complexity. Discourses are the symbols that are made through language and their analysis is
necessary. In the view of post-structuralists and Foucault, the issue of ‘subject” has declined
and language and discourse have gained primary importance. But Mead’s position in social
arenas is preserved by using more and more symbols besides experience and real world. This
is why Mead often talks about ‘object’, ‘self” and ‘mind’ instead of talking more about
‘subject’. Mead’s position may be helpful in post-structuralism.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

An Explanation of the Relationship between George Herbert Mead’s Ideas
and the Theory of Discourse in Post-structuralism
Said vesali®

1. Associate Professor of social Sciences and Social Welfare, Faculty of Social Sciences, Allameh
Tabataba'i University, Tehran, Iran. E-mail: saeidvesali@atu.ac.ir

Interduction

The purpose of the article is to bring Mead’s and post-structuralists’ views closer together. Here,
Symbols and discourses play an important role. That is, we have reached from the simple type of
speaking which was through symbols to the complex type which is through discourses. Here, a
complexity has happened in language. It is possible that we can get help from George Herbert
Mead for the Post-structuralism and solving the problem of the ‘subject’. Therefore, identifying
the quality of establishing a relationship between Mead and Post-structuralists is the aim of this
study.

Method

In terms of method, theoretical research has been done on two series of sources: first, authors who
have commented on symbolism, and second, writers who have spoken about discourse theory. In
the following, the place of language and meaning as well as considering various aspects of
discourse and also theories realted to post-structuralists, in sum, will give some theoretical
considerations.

Results

Symbols including words, signs, letters, etc. provide a basis for creating common meaning and
interpersonal and social understanding through language. As a result, the thinking process is
prepared. It may be seen that the phenomenon of thinking has emerged and grows in the social
environment. The subject of ‘self” and ‘mind’ are understood and realized in this social milieu and
throurgh language. Also, in the process of emergence of thought, symbols play an important role.
According to Mead, the necessity of this process is the real world and experience, which ultimately
shapes the world of discourse. In more complex situations, we deal with larger units such as
text, films, speech, etc., which try to convey meaning to audience. Due to the complexity of the
meaning, it beccomes necessary to discover the rules in how to use expressions, sentences, etc, and
as a result, discursive structures become symbolic tools. This process has led to the formation of
the post-structural school and pluralism of understanding. George Herbert Mead is mentioned next
to people like Michel Foucault.

Conclusion

When we move from symbols to discourses, we need to understand this complexity. Discourses
are the symbols that are made through language and their analysis is necessary. In the view of post-
structuralists and Foucault, the issue of ‘subject’ has declined and language and discourse have
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gained primary importance. But Mead’s position in social arenas is preserved by using more and
more symbols besides experience and real world. This is why Mead often talks about ‘object’,
‘self” and ‘mind’ instead of talking more about ‘subject’. Mead’s position may be helpful in post-
structuralism.

On findings, it can be said that Mead’s concept of ‘social self” has always been constructed in a
social process as well as the universe of discourse and therefore, the concept of ‘self” will accept
various meanings. According to Foucault, individual or ‘subject’ has been involved in discursive
sphere and eventually an integrated discursive whole is remained. Foucault has dealt with a
displaced, limited and disintegrated subject and therefore, a ‘suspended’ subject as well as
‘discursive events may emerge.

Emphasizing on discourse, Foucault considers improvisation of concepts to be formal, and then
believes to the suspension of these discourses, in order to reach the ‘discursive events’ that
constitutes his desired human sciences. In this way, making concepts and announcing them and
finally, emergence of ‘discursive act’ becomes important. Therefore, discourses and their
constituent concepts having functional features, each of which plays a role in the whole discursive
feature. Because of the historical importance of functions in the making of concepts, Foucault is
indifference about structures, that is to say, he studies the formation process of those concepts and
also complexities hidden behind them.

Mead believes that in the formation of self, the issues of experience and social behavior are of great
importance. At the same time, social functions are essential features that play an important role in
their creations. Mead says that an individual does not respond to every kind of stimulus, rather, she
responds only to some of them and language shows the process of the motivation released by the
individual. Symbols are used as mediators by language, and as a result of this use, the social self
of the individual is shown. By emphasizing the formation of the discourse, Foucault emphasizes
the phenomenon of language and highlights discourses. Language has become a complex
phenomenon. Before Foucault, Mead discussed about the object and paid attention to the formation
of the subject and the mind through objects (symbols). Here we see that G. H. Mead’s intended
object, which creates the mind and thinking through symbols, coexist with Foucault’s multiple and
unstable subject. Both find each other in the outside world through symbols.

There is an important point that is emphasized throughout this article. In fact, we have two notions
of symbol and discourse; understanding the former is simple and the latter is complex. The article
tried to demonstrate that there is a relationship between these two concepts that may be established
by theories and concepts discussed from both sides of social interactionists and post-sturctrulists.
The kind of thought of Mead and Foucault are as such that they have referred to these concepts.
Studying issues mentioned above may show that we have come from simplicity to complexity.
This has happened through the use of language and also the quality of this usage. The complexities
of establishing social relationship in the contemporary world are largely related to the issue of
language. The importance of language dates back to making symbols which are apprehensible in
the relationship between individuals. But, while observing the use of language today, in market



place, in regulations and rules, in working conditions, etc. these complications may be visible. As
G. H. Mead and Foucault emphasized, not only discourses but even symbols have become
complicated. Foucault defines the ‘subject’ as a social construct and Mead, introduces the ‘mind’
as a social phenomenon. The Mead’s social self and Foucault’s discursive subject reach to each
other. In the end, it can be stated that we have come from symbols to discourses but the symbols
still stand.
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