
1 An Introduction to Sociology 

Figure 1.1 Sociologists study how society affects people and how people affect society. (Photo courtesy of 
Diego Torres Silvestre/flickr) 

Learning Objectives 
1.1. What Is Sociology? 
• Explain concepts central to sociology
• Understand how different sociological perspectives have developed

1.3. Theoretical Perspectives 
• Explain what sociological theories are and how they are used
• Understand symbolic interactionism

1.4. Why Study Sociology? 
• Explain why it is worthwhile to study sociology
• Identify ways sociology is applied in the real world
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Introduction to Sociology 
We all belong to many groups; you’re a member of your sociology class, and you're a 
member of your family; you may belong to a political party, sports team, or the crowd 
watching a sporting event; you’re a citizen of your country, and you're a part of a 
generation. You may have a somewhat different role in each group and feel differently 
in each.  

Groups vary in their sizes and formalities, as well as in the levels of attachment between 
group members, among other things. Within a large group, smaller groups may exist, 
and each group may behave differently.  

At a rock concert, for example, some may enjoy singing along, others prefer to sit and 
observe, while still others may join in a mosh pit or try crowd surfing. Why do we feel 
and act differently in different types of social situations? Why might people of a single 
group exhibit different behaviors in the same situation? Why might people acting 
similarly not feel connected to others exhibiting the same behavior? These are some of 
the many questions sociologists ask as they study people and societies.  

1.1 What Is Sociology? 

 
Figure 1.2 Sociologists learn about society as a whole while studying one-to-one and group interactions. 

(Photo courtesy of Gareth Williams/flickr) 
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What Are Society and Culture? 
Sociology is the study of groups and group interactions, societies and social interactions, 
from small and personal groups to very large groups. A group of people who live in a 
defined geographic area, who interact with one another, and who share a common 
culture is what sociologists call a society. Sociologists study all aspects and levels of 
society. Sociologists working from the micro-level study small groups and individual 
interactions, while those using macro-level analysis look at trends among and between 
large groups and societies. For example, a micro-level study might look at the accepted 
rules of conversation in various groups such as among teenagers or business 
professionals. In contrast, a macro-level analysis might research the ways that language 
use has changed over time or in social media outlets.  

The term culture refers to the group’s shared practices, values, and beliefs. Culture 
encompasses a group’s way of life, from routine, everyday interactions to the most 
important parts of group members' lives. It includes everything produced by a society, 
including all of the social rules. Sociologists often study culture using the sociological 
imagination, which pioneer sociologist C. Wright Mills described as an awareness of the 
relationship between a person’s behavior and experience and the wider culture that 
shaped the person’s choices and perceptions. It’s a way of seeing our own and other 
people’s behavior in relationship to history and social structure (1959).  

One illustration of this is a person’s decision to marry. In the United States, this choice is 
heavily influenced by individual feelings; however, the social acceptability of marriage 
relative to the person’s circumstances also plays a part. Remember, though, that culture 
is a product of the people in a society; sociologists take care not to treat the concept of 
“culture” as though it were alive in its own right. Reification is an error of treating an 
abstract concept as though it has a real, material existence (Sahn 2013). 

Studying Patterns: How Sociologists View Society 
All sociologists are interested in the experiences of individuals and how those 
experiences are shaped by interactions with social groups and society as a whole. To a 
sociologist, the personal decisions an individual makes do not exist in a vacuum. 
Cultural patterns and social forces put pressure on people to select one choice over 
another. Sociologists try to identify these general patterns by examining the behavior of 
large groups of people living in the same society and experiencing the same societal 
pressures.  

3



Changes in the U.S. family structure offer an example of patterns that sociologists are 
interested in studying. A “typical” family now is vastly different than in past decades 
when most U.S. families consisted of married parents living in a home with their 
unmarried children. The percent of unmarried couples, same-sex couples, single-parent 
and single-adult households is increasing, as well as is the number of expanded 
households, in which extended family members such as grandparents, cousins, or adult 
children live together in the family home (U.S. Census Bureau 2013).  

While mothers still make up the majority of single parents, millions of fathers are also 
raising their children alone, and more than 1 million of these single fathers have never 
been married (Williams Institute 2010; cited in Ludden 2012). Increasingly, single men 
and women and cohabitating opposite-sex or same-sex couples are choosing to raise 
children outside of marriage through surrogates or adoption.  

Some sociologists study social facts, which are the laws, morals, values, religious beliefs, 
customs, fashions, rituals, and all of the cultural rules that govern social life, that may 
contribute to these changes in the family. Do people in the United States view marriage 
and family differently than before? Do employment and economic conditions play a 
role? How has culture influenced the choices that individuals make in living 
arrangements? Other sociologists are studying the consequences of these new patterns, 
such as the ways children are affected by them or changing needs for education, 
housing, and healthcare. 

Studying Part and Whole: How Sociologists View 
Social Structures  
A key basis of the sociological perspective is the concept that the individual and society 
are inseparable. It is impossible to study one without the other. German sociologist 
Norbert Elias called the process of simultaneously analyzing the behavior of individuals 
and the society that shapes that behavior figuration.  

An application that makes this concept understandable is the practice of religion. While 
people experience their religions in a distinctly individual manner, religion exists in a 
larger social context. For instance, an individual’s religious practice may be influenced 
by what government dictates, holidays, teachers, places of worship, rituals, and so on. 
These influences underscore the important relationship between individual practices of 
religion and social pressures that influence that religious experience (Elias 1978). 
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1.3 Theoretical Perspectives 

 
Figure 1.7 Sociologists develop theories to explain social occurrences such as protest rallies. (Photo courtesy 

of voanews.com/Wikimedia Commons) 

Sociologists study social events, interactions, and patterns, and they develop a theory in 
an attempt to explain why things work as they do. In sociology, a theory is a way to 
explain different aspects of social interactions and to create a testable proposition, 
called a hypothesis, about society (Allan 2006). 

 For example, although suicide is generally considered an individual phenomenon, 
Émile Durkheim was interested in studying the social factors that affect it. He studied 
social ties within a group, or social solidarity, and hypothesized that differences in 
suicide rates might be explained by religion-based differences. Durkheim gathered a 
large amount of data about Europeans who had ended their lives, and he did indeed find 
differences based on religion. Protestants were more likely to commit suicide than 
Catholics in Durkheim’s society, and his work supports the utility of theory in 
sociological research.  

Theories vary in scope depending on the scale of the issues that they are meant to 
explain. Macro-level theories relate to large-scale issues and large groups of people, 
while micro-level theories look at very specific relationships between individuals or 
small groups. Grand theories attempt to explain large-scale relationships and answer 
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fundamental questions such as why societies form and why they change. Sociological 
theory is constantly evolving and should never be considered complete. Classic 
sociological theories are still considered important and current, but new sociological 
theories build upon the work of their predecessors and add to them (Calhoun 2002). 

 In sociology, a few theories provide broad perspectives that help explain many 
different aspects of social life, and these are called paradigms. Paradigms are 
philosophical and theoretical frameworks used within a discipline to formulate 
theories, generalizations, and the experiments performed in support of them. Three 
paradigms have come to dominate sociological thinking, because they provide useful 
explanations: structural functionalism, conflict theory, and symbolic interactionism. 

 
Table 1.2 Sociological Theories or Perspectives Different sociological perspectives enable sociologists to view 

social issues through a variety of useful lenses. 

Symbolic Interactionist Theory 
Symbolic interactionism is a micro-level theory that focuses on the relationships among 
individuals within a society. Communication—the exchange of meaning through 
language and symbols—is believed to be the way in which people make sense of their 
social worlds. Theorists Herman and Reynolds (1994) note that this perspective sees 
people as being active in shaping the social world rather than simply being acted upon.  

George Herbert Mead (1863–1931) is considered a founder of symbolic interactionism 
though he never published his work on it (LaRossa and Reitzes 1993). Mead’s student, 
Herbert Blumer, coined the term “symbolic interactionism” and outlined these basic 
premises: humans interact with things based on meanings ascribed to those things; the 
ascribed meaning of things comes from our interactions with others and society; the 
meanings of things are interpreted by a person when dealing with things in specific 
circumstances (Blumer 1969). If you love books, for example, a symbolic interactionist 
might propose that you learned that books are good or important in the interactions 
you had with family, friends, school, or church; maybe your family had a special reading 
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time each week, getting your library card was treated as a special event, or bedtime 
stories were associated with warmth and comfort.  

Social scientists who apply symbolic-interactionist thinking look for patterns of 
interaction between individuals. Their studies often involve observation of one-on-one 
interactions. For example, while a conflict theorist studying a political protest might 
focus on class difference, a symbolic interactionist would be more interested in how 
individuals in the protesting group interact, as well as the signs and symbols protesters 
use to communicate their message. The focus on the importance of symbols in building 
a society led sociologists like Erving Goffman (1922–1982) to develop a technique 
called dramaturgical analysis. Goffman used theater as an analogy for social interaction 
and recognized that people’s interactions showed patterns of cultural “scripts.” Because 
it can be unclear what part a person may play in a given situation, he or she has to 
improvise his or her role as the situation unfolds (Goffman 1958).  

Studies that use the symbolic interactionist perspective are more likely to use 
qualitative research methods, such as indepth interviews or participant observation, 
because they seek to understand the symbolic worlds in which research subjects live.  

Constructivism is an extension of symbolic interaction theory which proposes that 
reality is what humans cognitively construct it to be. We develop social constructs 
based on interactions with others, and those constructs that last over time are those 
that have meanings which are widely agreed-upon or generally accepted by most within 
the society. This approach is often used to understand what’s defined as deviant within 
a society. There is no absolute definition of deviance, and different societies have 
constructed different meanings for deviance, as well as associating different behaviors 
with deviance. One situation that illustrates this is what you believe you’re to do if you 
find a wallet in the street. In the United States, turning the wallet in to local authorities 
would be considered the appropriate action, and to keep the wallet would be seen as 
deviant. In contrast, many Eastern societies would consider it much more appropriate 
to keep the wallet and search for the owner yourself; turning it over to someone else, 
even the authorities, would be considered deviant behavior.  

Criticism  

Research done from this perspective is often scrutinized because of the difficulty of 
remaining objective. Others criticize the extremely narrow focus on symbolic 
interaction. Proponents, of course, consider this one of its greatest strengths. 
 

7



Farming and Locavores: How Sociological Perspectives 
Might View Food Consumption 
The consumption of food is a commonplace, daily occurrence, yet it can also be 
associated with important moments in our lives. Eating can be an individual or a group 
action, and eating habits and customs are influenced by our cultures. In the context of 
society, our nation’s food system is at the core of numerous social movements, political 
issues, and economic debates. Any of these factors might become a topic of sociological 
study. 

A sociologist viewing food consumption through a symbolic interactionist lens would be 
more interested in microlevel topics, such as the symbolic use of food in religious 
rituals, or the role it plays in the social interaction of a family dinner. This perspective 
might also study the interactions among group members who identify themselves based 
on their sharing a particular diet, such as vegetarians (people who don’t eat meat) or 
locavores (people who strive to eat locally produced food). 
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East–West dichotomy
In sociology, the East–West dichotomy is the perceived difference

between the Eastern and Western worlds. Cultural rather than

geographical in division, the boundaries of East and West are not

fixed, but vary according to the criteria adopted by individuals using

the term. Historically, Asia (excluding Siberia) was regarded as the

East, and Europe was regarded as the West. Today, the "West"

usually refers to Australasia, Europe, and America. Used in

discussing such studies as management, economics, international

relations, and linguistics, the concept is criticized for overlooking

regional hybridity.

Divisions
Historical contrast between East and West
Historical concepts
Applications
Criticism
See also
References
Further reading

Conceptually, the boundaries are cultural, rather than geographical, as a result of which Australia is typically grouped in

the West (despite being geographically in the east), while Islamic nations are, regardless of location, grouped in the East.[1]

However, there are a few Muslim-majority regions in Europe which do not fit this dichotomy. The culture line can be

particularly difficult to place in regions of cultural diversity such as Bosnia and Herzegovina, whose citizens may

themselves identify as East or West depending on ethnic or religious background.[1] Further, residents of different parts of

the world perceive the boundaries differently; for example, some European scholars define Russia as East, but most agree

that it is the West's second complementary part,[2] and Islamic nations regard it and other predominantly Christian

nations as the West.[1] Another unanswered question is whether Siberia (North Asia) is "Eastern" or "Western."

During the Middle Ages, the many civilizations present in both East and

West were similar in some ways, and irreconcilably different in others.

Differences in the social class system were one major issues that affected

many areas of life when the two societies interacted. The divide between

feudalism and the Eastern social system, competing methods of trade and

agriculture, and varying stability of governments lead to an ever widening

gap between the two ways of life. The West and the Eastern civilizations

are not only different because of where they are, but also because of their

social class system, their ways of making money, and leadership styles.[3]

The daily life of the common people in the West and the Eastern

Civilizations differed greatly based on how their society was run, and what it was focused on. One of the major differences

between the West and the Eastern Civilizations was feudalism and manorialism.[4] They both shaped the social hierarchy

and the overall life of the common person in the East. The manorial system was set up with a lord at the top who owned a

large amount of land. He had serfs and peasants that he employed, the peasants in exchange for the land they got, for

working, paid a rent of crop to the lord. This feudal society was every man for himself and did not help in the expansion of

a civilization.[5][6]

A world map highlighting the "Eastern world",
defined as Asia or the "Far East", which
consists of three overlapping cultural regions:
East Asia, South Asia, and Southeast Asia (in
green, orange, and blue, respectively)

Contents

Divisions

Historical contrast between East and West

Serfs in feudal England, c. 1310
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The social system of the West and East were different. Mongolia rose

from nomadic tribes united by Genghis Khan. He conquered much of the

surrounding land and created a large empire. They would give the

defenders a choice to either join them or die.[7] This brutal mentality was

shown when they conquered the vast majority of Asia and some of Europe

and the Middle East. One thing that set the Tang dynasty of China apart

was their increased social mobility. They had a series of tests that could be

taken to better social status. Instead of the high-ranking positions being

exclusively for the aristocrats, they were easier for the poor to gain access

to. In the West, it was harder to move up or down in the social classes, but

in Eastern Civilizations, mobility was possible. In China, it was possible to

move up in social status through tests and, in Mongolia it was possible to

gain rank in the army through military skill because the society was based

on its military prowess.[8]

The West and the Eastern civilizations differed politically because the common people of the East were not always content

with their leadership. While the West had many rulers in a short period of time, there was no unrest with the people.

Eastern civilizations had rebellions and long gaps between rulers that caused unrest. In England, there was a major war

for the throne that lasted for almost a century. During a major war in the 14th and 15th century, England had many

struggles for the throne that lead to much bloodshed. France also had problems in their government. Throughout all of

this, England was still able to fight the French and almost win in the Hundred Years War. In Eastern civilizations the

government was not always stable.[9] In China, one of the deadliest events in human history occurred during the Tang

dynasty. The An Lushan Rebellion was very bloody and shows the instability in the Chinese government.[10]

Economically, the West and the Eastern civilizations were drastically different because of how they acquired money. In

China, one of the major economic factors was the trade. They were connected to Europe with the Silk Road, this was a

series of trade routes from East Asia to Europe. The Silk Road was not only used to trade goods, it was also a place for

trading ways of thought or religion. The English employed a special type of feudalism called bastard feudalism.[11] This

type of feudalism, prominent in the War of the Roses, was different from regular feudalism because it introduces money

into the social hierarchy.[12][13] Nobles could now pay their knights for their service in money instead of giving them land.

This strengthened the feudal system because if there was a weak ruler, the strong government of the new nobles would

support the people. The British nobles also created Magna carta to reduce the kings power. This monetization of the class

system changed how England was ruled and made it very different from the Eastern Civilizations.[14]

The concept has been used in both "Eastern" and "Western" nations.

Japanese sinologist Tachibana Shiraki, in the 1920s, wrote of the need to

unify Asia—East Asia, South Asia and Southeast Asia but excluding Central

Asia and the Middle East—and form a "New East" that might combine

culturally in balancing against the West.[15] Japan continued to make

much of the concept, known as Pan-Asianism, throughout World War II,

in propaganda.[16] In China, it was encapsulated during the Cold War in a

1957 speech by Mao Zedong,[17] who launched a slogan when he said, "This

is a war between two worlds. The West Wind cannot prevail over the East

Wind; the East Wind is bound to prevail over the West Wind."[18]

To Western writers, in the 1940s, it became bound up with an

idea of aggressive, "frustrated nationalism", which was seen as

"intrinsically anti- or non-Western"; sociologist Frank Furedi wrote, "The already existing intellectual assessment of

The Mongol invasion of Europe led to
construction of mighty stone castles,
such as Spiš Castle, today in Slovakia.

Historical concepts

In the 1700s, the Eastern world
comprised the continents of Asia and
Australia (New Holland).Muslim percentages: green 50% and above,

yellow 10-49%
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European nationalism adapted to the growth of the Third World variety by developing the couplet of mature Western

versus immature Eastern nationalism.... This East-West dichotomy became an accepted part of Western political

theory."[19]

The 1978 book Orientalism, by Edward Said, was highly influential in further establishing concepts of the East–West

dichotomy in the Western world, bringing into college lectures a notion of the East as "characterized by religious

sensibilities, familial social orders, and ageless traditions" in contrast to Western "rationality, material and technical

dynamism, and individualism."[20]

More recently, the divide has also been posited as an Islamic "East" and an American and European "West."[21][22] Critics

note that an Islamic/non-Islamic East–West dichotomy is complicated by the global dissemination of Islamic

fundamentalism and by cultural diversity within Islamic nations, moving the argument "beyond that of an East-West

dichotomy and into a tripartite situation."[23]

The East–West dichotomy has been used in studying a range of topics, including management, economics and linguistics.

Knowledge Creation and Management (2007) examines it as the difference in organizational learning between Western

cultures and the Eastern world.[24] It has been widely used in exploring the period of rapid economic growth that has been

termed the "East-Asian miracle" in segments of East Asia, particularly the Asian Tigers, following World War II.[25] Some

sociologists, in line with the West as a model of modernity posited by Arnold J. Toynbee, have perceived the economic

expansion as a sign of the "Westernization" of the region, but others look for explanation in cultural/racial characteristics

of the East, embracing concepts of fixed Eastern cultural identity in a phenomenon described as "New Orientalism".[1][26]

Both approaches to the East-West dichotomy have been criticized for failing to take into account the historical hybridity of

the regions.[27]

The concept has also been brought to bear on examinations of intercultural communication. Asians are widely described

as embracing an "inductive speech pattern" in which a primary point is approached indirectly, but Western societies are

said to use "deductive speech" in which speakers immediately establish their point.[28] That is attributed to a higher

priority among Asians in harmonious interrelations, but Westerners are said to prioritize direct communication.[29] 2001's

Intercultural Communication: A Discourse Approach described the East–West dichotomy linguistically as a "false

dichotomy", noting that both Asian and Western speakers use both forms of communication.[30]

In addition to difficulties in defining regions and overlooking hybridity, the East–West dichotomy has been criticized for

creating an artificial construct of regional unification that allows one voice to claim authority to speak for multitudes. In

"The Triumph of the East?", Mark T. Berger speaks to the issue as relates to examination of the "East-Asian miracle":

The historical power of the East-West dichotomy, and the fixed conceptions of culture/race to which it is

linked, have increasingly allowed the national elites of the region to speak not only for their 'nations,' but

even for Asia and Asians.... There are numerous instances of Western scholars, intent on challenging North

American and/or Western hegemony in both material and discursive terms, ending up uncritically

privileging the elite narratives of power-holders in Asia as authentic representatives of a particular non-

Western nation or social formation (and also contributing to the continued use of the East-West

dichotomy).[31]
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Eastern vs.  
Western Culture 

Mendy Wang（王曼迪） 

s we know, the differences between Eastern and 

Western cultures are numerous, because Eastern 

and Western people not only live in different 

environments but also are educated in distinctively 

different ways. The characteristics of each culture are 

shown in its people’s behavior; their attitudes toward life 

and love, and their personalities. I guess this is why 

Eastern people usually encounter the so-called “culture 

shock” when traveling to the Western countries. 

First of all, Eastern and Western people have different 

attitudes toward their life. Eastern people live in time, 

which means that they follow the natural order of time to 

do what they ought to do and work step by step. Eastern 

people don’t like their schedules to be messed up and 

usually hate to change things once they decide the 

sequence. By contrast, Western people live in space. They 

prefer to follow their dreams and do what they want to do. 

Sometimes they are not as pragmatic as the Eastern people, 

but they often achieve great goals in their life. 

Secondly, Eastern and Western people differ greatly 

in their personalities. Eastern people are often passive. 

A
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They tend to be submissive than to be aggressive. They think that being a leader is difficult, 

and they don’t like to take heavy responsibilities. Also, they are contemplative. They think 

more and do less; on the contrary, Western people do more and think less. They are diligent 

and assertive; they love to be leaders and make decisions. Although these differences are 

not so arbitrary anymore, they are still obvious when we put Eastern and Western people 

together. Western people often lead the Eastern people, but not the opposite. 

Finally, the attitudes toward love in the East and the West aren’t the same. Eastern 

people think that love is mute. For example, when Chinese people love a person, they don’t 

say, “I love you.’’ They just show their love in actions. On the other hand, Western people 

think love is vocal. When they want to show how much they love a person, they would say 

it loudly and create romantic scenes such as buying a big bouquet of roses. In addition, 

Eastern people do not get married just for love. They would choose their marriage partner 

matchable to their educational, social and economic background. That is, they care more 

about the real things in real life than the romantic feelings in a marriage. Nevertheless, 

Western people rarely get married before they make sure if they are in love with each other. 

Perhaps we can say that romantic love is part of Western people’s lives, and they cannot live 

without it. A Western woman can get married with a poor man but still feel satisfied and 

happy. Though it is not that Eastern people do not have this kind of examples, it happens 

less often because even if they want to get married with someone poor, their parents would 

not agree. Speaking of parents, we can see another apparent example that how Eastern and 

Western parents are showing their love toward their children. Parents in Eastern countries 

think they have the obligations to decide what is the best for their children; however, 

parents in the West think it is best for their children to make their own decisions. 

In short, Eastern and Western people not only live in different lifestyles, but also think 

in distinctively different ways. Although some of the characteristics are not so arbitrary 

anymore nowadays, they still exist in our society. Understanding these characteristics would 

definitely benefit our appreciating and learning from each other’s culture. 
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Some Unique 
Aspects of the 
American  
Culture 

Julia Yeh（葉瑋苓） 

ave you ever had such an experience that when 

you want to make friends with foreigners, you 

don’t know how to approach them or talk to them? 

Constantly, we are always at a loss and do not know where 

to start to explore the Western cultures. In fact, it’s not 

difficult to get along with foreigners or fit into their world 

as long as you are more involved in learning their life style 

and values for things. 

The American culture may be a more popular one in 

Taiwan among many other Western cultures at present. 

Does the American culture often confuse you? The 

following is an introduction of some unique aspects of the 

American culture, such as their ideas about friendship, 

dating and raising pets, which I believe will be interesting 

and worthy of your attention.  

Americans view friendship quite differently from the 

way we do. For most Americans, the word “friend” can be 

H
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used in a very broad sense. Americans are very kind to everyone they meet the first time. 

They call both casual acquaintances and intimate companions “friends.’’ They are often at 

ease when chatting with strangers. Therefore, Americans’ being friendly to everyone often 

makes people with different cultural backgrounds feel confused.  They do not know that to 

Americans a friend can mean anyone they barely know to a very close or intimate friend. 

Therefore, next time, when Americans say warmly and friendly, “Let’s get together some 

time,” be careful and don’t immediately feel they treat you as a very special friend.    

Do you know how differently Americans view “dating” from people of other cultures? 

In Taiwan, the concept of dating may still remain in a more conservative sense than the 

American one. In fact, most Taiwanese see dating as a formal, serious, and the first step of 

developing a love relationship. By contrast, dating is regarded as an opportunity to have fun 

and make friends in the American culture. As a result, it is common that Americans are 

likely to go out with different persons every week before they begin to develop a true love. 

At last, raising pets for Americans is another special aspect of their culture. Sometimes, 

a foreigner may be very surprised at Americans’ great attention to their pets. In America, the 

pet food stores and dog hotels can be seen everywhere. Moreover, they can buy dog 

insurance policy and dog graves. Most Americans treat their dogs like their family members, 

which is a little different from the way we treat animals here in Taiwan. Obviously, pets 

have been a part of the American culture. 

So far, how much do you know about the American culture? Learning how Americans 

make friends, go on a date and raise pets will help you enter the American world more 

easily and understand the American way even though you are not planning to go abroad. 
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Culture and Identity: East and West

Cultural psychologists Hazel Rose Markus and Alana Conner studied

di�erent ways of being, or what they term the independent and

interdependent selves. Markus and Conner looked at a range of

environments, from classroom participation to ways of parenting,

between students from Eastern and Western cultures. While there are

important variations and distinct di�erences within these regions and

cultures, Markus and Conner shared some general observations:

For many East Asians, and their children growing up in

the West, listening, following the “right” way, ��ing in,

and keeping calm are not odd classroom behaviors; they

are the very route to being a good person—a good

interdependent self, Eastern style. But for their Western

classmates and teachers, speaking up, choosing your own

way, standing out, and ge ing excited are also ways of

being a good person—but in this case, a good

independent self, Western style. . . .

Independent European-American parents and teachers

say that a student should �rst choose what she wants to

do, and then do it her own way. In the West, choice is

perhaps the most important act because it lets people

realize all �ve facets of independence. Choice allows

people to express their individuality and unique

preferences, in�uence their environments, exercise their

free will, and assert their equality.

But interdependent parents lay out a di�erent agenda: I

show my child the right thing to do, and then help her do

it the right way. In the East, following the right way is a

central act because it lets people realize all �ve facets of

interdependence: relating to others, discovering your

similarities, adjusting yourself to expectations and the

environment, rooting yourself into networks and

traditions, and understanding your place in the larger

world.1

Author Gish Jen feels the tension between cultures in very personal ways.

in an interview conducted for Harvard University Press, Jen re�ects on 17



her individualistic, or independent, self that dominates in the West,

especially America, and her collectivist, or interdependent, self that

dominates in the east, including China. Jen �rst came to understanding

this continuum in herself a�er reading her own father’s autobiography:

I was not a narrative native. We didn’t do this in my

family. I was not asked what do you want, as if what I

wanted was a very important thing or what do I like. I

was not encouraged to think of myself as a unique

individual whose uniqueness was really a very important

thing. Quite the contrary. And so therefore it wasn’t until

I started reading that I realized that in the West . . . this

was a foundational idea. That it started with pictures of

you as a baby. I don’t have any pictures of myself one

minute a�er I was born. In fact, I have very few pictures

of myself and there are few stories also about me as a

child. As I started to get interested in this whole question

of narrative di�erence, which is tied to a di�erence of self

and di�erence in perception, I happened to start to work

on my father’s autobiography that he had wri�en when

he was 85.

When I �rst looked at it, it just made no sense at all to me.

Here was this thing that was supposed to be an

autobiography about his growing up in China, and yet he,

himself, did not appear until page 8. This autobiography

did not start with “I was born in such and such a year.”

No, no, no. It started way, way before that, thousands of

years before that, and went through the generations. By

the time my father gets to his birth, he mentions his

birthday in parentheses, in conjunction with another

event. I remember reading that and thinking, “How very

interesting.” I could both see that it was “weird” from a

Western narrative point of view and yet of course there

was something about it that was incredibly familiar to

me. I understood this. I understood this diminishment of

the self. One thing was something I knew with my le�

hand and another was something I knew with my right. 2

In her book Tiger Writing: Art, Culture, and the Interdependent Self, Jen

expands on the di�erences between the independent and interdependent

self even further:

[T]he “independent,” individualistic self stresses

uniqueness, de�nes itself via inherent a�ributes such as

its traits, abilities, values, and preferences, and tends to

see things in isolation. The second—the “interdependent,”
18



collectivist self—stresses commonality, de�nes itself via

its place, roles, loyalties, and duties, and tends to see

things in context. Naturally, between these two very

di�erent self construals [self-de�nitions] lies a

continuum along which most people are located, and

along which they may move, too, over the course of a

moment. Culture is not fate; it only o�ers templates,

which individuals can �nally accept, reject, or modify, and

do.3
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Country Comparison using Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions 
 
 

 
 
 
 

WHAT ABOUT CHINA? 
To compare your personal preferences to the scores of a country of your choice, get the Culture 
Compass™ from our store. 

If we explore the Chinese culture through the lens of the 6-D Model©, we can get a good overview of 
the deep drivers of Chinese culture relative to other world cultures. 

POWER DISTANCE 
This dimension deals with the fact that all individuals in societies are not equal – it expresses the 
attitude of the culture towards these inequalities amongst us. Power Distance is defined as the extent 
to which the less powerful members of institutions and organisations within a country expect and 
accept that power is distributed unequally. 
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At 80 China sits in the higher rankings of PDI – i.e. a society that believes that inequalities amongst 
people are acceptable. The subordinate-superior relationship tends to be polarized and there is no 
defense against power abuse by superiors. Individuals are influenced by formal authority and 
sanctions and are in general optimistic about people’s capacity for leadership and initiative. People 
should not have aspirations beyond their rank. 

INDIVIDUALISM 
The fundamental issue addressed by this dimension is the degree of interdependence a society 
maintains among its members. It has to do with whether people´s self-image is defined in terms of 
“I” or “We”. In Individualist societies people are supposed to look after themselves and their direct 
family only. In Collectivist societies people belong to ‘in groups’ that take care of them in exchange for 
loyalty. 

At a score of 20 China is a highly collectivist culture where people act in the interests of the group and 
not necessarily of themselves. In-group considerations affect hiring and promotions with closer in-
groups (such as family) are getting preferential treatment. Employee commitment to the organization 
(but not necessarily to the people in the organization) is low. Whereas relationships with colleagues 
are cooperative for in-groups they are cold or even hostile to out-groups. Personal relationships 
prevail over task and company. 

MASCULINITY 
A high score (Masculine) on this dimension indicates that the society will be driven by competition, 
achievement and success, with success being defined by the winner / best in field – a value system 
that starts in school and continues throughout organisational life. 

A low score (Feminine) on the dimension means that the dominant values in society are caring for 
others and quality of life. A Feminine society is one where quality of life is the sign of success and 
standing out from the crowd is not admirable. The fundamental issue here is what motivates people, 
wanting to be the best (Masculine) or liking what you do (Feminine). 

At 66 China is a Masculine society –success oriented and driven. The need to ensure success can be 
exemplified by the fact that many Chinese will sacrifice family and leisure priorities to work. Service 
people (such as hairdressers) will provide services until very late at night. Leisure time is not so 
important. The migrated farmer workers will leave their families behind in faraway places in order to 
obtain better work and pay in the cities. Another example is that Chinese students care very much 
about their exam scores and ranking as this is the main criteria to achieve success or not. 

UNCERTAINTY AVOIDANCE 
The dimension Uncertainty Avoidance has to do with the way that a society deals with the fact that 
the future can never be known: should we try to control the future or just let it happen? This 
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ambiguity brings with it anxiety and different cultures have learnt to deal with this anxiety in different 
ways. The extent to which the members of a culture feel threatened by ambiguous or unknown 
situations and have created beliefs and institutions that try to avoid these is reflected in the score 
on Uncertainty Avoidance. 

At 30 China has a low score on Uncertainty Avoidance. Truth may be relative though in the immediate 
social circles there is concern for Truth with a capital T and rules (but not necessarily laws) abound. 
None the less, adherence to laws and rules may be flexible to suit the actual situation and pragmatism 
is a fact of life. The Chinese are comfortable with ambiguity; the Chinese language is full of ambiguous 
meanings that can be difficult for Western people to follow. Chinese are adaptable and 
entrepreneurial. At the time of writing the majority (70% -80%) of Chinese businesses tend to be small 
to medium sized and family owned. 

LONG TERM ORIENTATION 
This dimension describes how every society has to maintain some links with its own past while 
dealing with the challenges of the present and future, and societies prioritise these two existential 
goals differently. Normative societies. which score low on this dimension, for example, prefer to 
maintain time-honoured traditions and norms while viewing societal change with suspicion. Those 
with a culture which scores high, on the other hand, take a more pragmatic approach: they encourage 
thrift and efforts in modern education as a way to prepare for the future. 

China scores 87 in this dimension, which means that it is a very pragmatic culture. In societies with a 
pragmatic orientation, people believe that truth depends very much on situation, context and time. 
They show an ability to adapt traditions easily to changed conditions, a strong propensity to save and 
invest, thriftiness, and perseverance in achieving results. 

INDULGENCE 
One challenge that confronts humanity, now and in the past, is the degree to which small children are 
socialized. Without socialization we do not become “human”. This dimension is defined as the extent 
to which people try to control their desires and impulses, based on the way they were raised. 
Relatively weak control is called “Indulgence” and relatively strong control is called “Restraint”. 
Cultures can, therefore, be described as Indulgent or Restrained. 

China is a Restrained society as can be seen in its low score of 24 in this dimension. Societies with a 
low score in this dimension have a tendency to cynicism and pessimism. Also, in contrast to Indulgent 
societies, Restrained societies do not put much emphasis on leisure time and control the gratification 
of their desires. People with this orientation have the perception that their actions are Restrained by 
social norms and feel that indulging themselves is somewhat wrong. 
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WHAT ABOUT THE USA? 
To compare your personal preferences to the scores of a country of your choice, get the 31TCulture 
Compass™ from our store.31T 

If we explore the US culture through the lens of the 6-D Model©, we can get a good overview of the 
deep driving factors of American culture relative to other cultures in our world. By supplying you with 
this information please realise that culture describes a central tendency in society. Everybody is 
unique, yet social control ensures that most people will not deviate too much from the norm. 
Moreover, within every country regional cultural differences exist, also in the States. Americans, 
however, don’t need to go to a cultural briefing before moving to another state successfully. 

POWER DISTANCE 
The fact that everybody is unique implies that we are all unequal. One of the most salient aspects of 
inequality is the degree of power each person exerts or can exert over other persons; power being 
defined as the degree to which a person is able to influence other people’s ideas and behavior. 

This dimension deals with the fact that all individuals in societies are not equal, and it expresses 40Tthe 
attitude of the culture toward these power inequalities amongst us40T. Power distance is defined as the 
extent to which the less powerful members of institutions and organisations within a country expect 
and accept that power is distributed unequally. It has to do with the fact that a society’s inequality is 
endorsed by the followers as much as by the leaders. 

INDIVIDUALISM 
The fundamental issue addressed by this dimension is15T 15T40Tthe degree of interdependence a society 
maintains among its members40T. It has to do with whether people´s self-image is defined in terms of 
“I” or “We”. In Individualist societies people are only supposed to look after themselves and their 
direct family. In Collectivist societies people belong to “in groups” that take care of them in exchange 
for unquestioning loyalty. 

The fairly low score on Power Distance(40) in combination with one of the the most Individualist (91) 
cultures in the world reflects itself in the following: 

The American premise of “liberty and justice for all.” This is evidenced by an explicit emphasis on 
equal rights in all aspects of American society and government. Within American organisations, 
hierarchy is established for convenience, superiors are accessible and managers rely on individual 
employees and teams for their expertise. Both managers and employees expect to be consulted and 
information is shared frequently. At the same time, communication is informal, direct and 
participative to a degree. The society is loosely-knit in which the expectation is that people look after 
themselves and their immediate families only and should not rely (too much) on authorities for 
support. There is also a high degree of geographical mobility in the United States. Americans are the 
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best joiners in the world; however it is often difficult, especially among men, to develop deep 
friendships. Americans are accustomed to doing business or interacting with people they don’t know 
well. Consequently, Americans are not shy about approaching their prospective counterparts in order 
to obtain or seek information. In the business world, employees are expected to be self-reliant and 
display initiative. Also, within the exchange-based world of work we see that hiring, promotion and 
decisions are based on merit or evidence of what one has done or can do. 

MASCULINITY 
A high score (Masculine) on this dimension indicates that the society will be driven by competition, 
achievement and success, with success being defined by the “winner” or “best-in-the-field”. This 
value system starts in childhood and continues throughout one’s life – both in work and leisure 
pursuits. 

A low score (Feminine) on the dimension means that the dominant values in society are caring for 
others and quality of life. A Feminine society is one where quality of life is the sign of success and 
standing out from the crowd is not admirable. 40TThe fundamental issue here is what motivates people, 
wanting to be the best (Masculine) or liking what you do (Feminine). 

The score of the US on Masculinity is high at 62, and this can be seen in the typical American 
behavioral patterns. This can be explained by the the combination of a high Masculinity drive 
together with the most Individualist drive in the world. In other words, Americans, so to speak, all 
show their Masculine drive individually. The British, however, have the same culture in this respect. 
The question, therefore, should be: is the same drive not normally to be seen on the surface? This 
difference is a reflection of the higher score of the US on Uncertainty Avoidance than of the UK. In 
other words, in both societies we find the same drive, but Americans show it up-front whereas the 
British will take you by surprise. 

This American combination reflects itself in the following: 

Behavior in school, work, and play are based on the shared values that people should “strive to be the 
best they can be” and that “the winner takes all”. As a result, Americans will tend to display and talk 
freely about their “successes” and achievements in life. Being successful per se is not the great 
motivator in American society, but being able to show one’s success Many American assessment 
systems are based on precise target setting, by which American employees can show how well a job 
they did. There exists a “can-do” mentality which creates a lot of dynamism in the society, as it is 
believed that there is always the possibility to do things in a better way Typically, Americans “live to 
work” so that they can obtain monetary rewards and as a consequence attain higher status based on 
how good one can be. Many white collar workers will move to a more fancy neighborhood after each 
and every substantial promotion. It is believed that a certain degree of conflict will bring out the best 
of people, as it is the goal to be “the winner”. As a consequence, we see a lot of polarisation and court 
cases. This mentality nowadays undermines the American premise of “liberty and justice for all.” 
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Rising inequality is endangering democracy, because a widening gap among the classes may slowly 
push Power Distance up and Individualism down. 

UNCERTAINTY AVOIDANCE 
The dimension Uncertainty Avoidance has to do with 15Tthe way that a society deals with the fact that 
the future can never be known15T: should we try to control the future or just let it happen? This 
ambiguity brings with it anxiety and different cultures have learnt to deal with this anxiety in different 
ways. The extent to which the members of a culture feel threatened by ambiguous or unknown 
situations and have created beliefs and institutions that try to avoid these is reflected in the score on 
Uncertainty Avoidance. 

The US scores below average, with a low score of 46, on the Uncertainty Avoidance dimension. . As a 
consequence, the perceived context in which Americans find themselves will impact their behaviour 
more than if the culture would have either scored higher or lower. Thus, this cultural pattern reflects 
itself as follows: 

There is a fair degree of acceptance for new ideas, innovative products and a willingness to try 
something new or different, whether it pertains to technology, business practices or food. Americans 
tend to be more tolerant of ideas or opinions from anyone and allow the freedom of expression. At 
the same time, Americans do not require a lot of rules and are less emotionally expressive than 
higher-scoring cultures. At the same time, 9/11 has created a lot of fear in the American society 
culminating in the efforts of government to monitor everybody through the NSA and other security 
organisations 

LONG TERM ORIENTATION 
This dimension describes 15Thow every society has to maintain some links with its own past while 
dealing with the challenges of the present and future,15T and societies prioritise these two existential 
goals differently. Normative societies. which score low on this dimension, for example, prefer to 
maintain time-honoured traditions and norms while viewing societal change with suspicion. Those 
with a culture which scores high, on the other hand, take a more pragmatic approach: they encourage 
thrift and efforts in modern education as a way to prepare for the future. 

The United States scores normative on the fifth dimension with a low score of 26. This is reflected by 
the following: 

Americans are prone to analyse new information to check whether it is true. Thus, the culture doesn’t 
make most Americans pragmatic, but this should not be confused with the fact that Americans are 
very practical, being reflected by the “can-do” mentallity mentioned above. The polarisation 
mentioned above is, so to speak, strengthened by the fact that many Americans have very strong 
ideas about what is “good” and “evil”. This may concern issues such as abortion, use of drugs, 
euthanasia, weapons or the size and rights of the government versus the States and versus citizens. 

25



The US is the one of the only “Caucasian” countries in the world where, since the beginning of the 
20th century, visiting church has increased. This increase is also evident in some post-Soviet republics 
such as Russia. American businesses measure their performance on a short-term basis, with profit and 
loss statements being issued on a quarterly basis. This also drives individuals to strive for quick results 
within the work place. 

INDULGENCE 
One challenge that confronts humanity, now and in the past, is the degree to which small children are 
socialised. Without socialisation we do not become “human”. This dimension is defined as 15Tthe extent 
to which people try to control their desires and impulses15T, based on the way they were raised. A 
tendency toward a relatively weak control over their impulses is called “Indulgence”, whereas a 
relatively strong control over their urges is called “Restraint”. Cultures can be described as Indulgent 
or Restrained. 

The United States scores as an Indulgent (68) society on the sixth dimension. This, in combination 
with a normative score, is reflected by the following contradictory attitudes and behaviour: 

Work hard and play hard. The States has waged a war against drugs and is still very busy in doing so, 
yet drug addiction in the States is higher than in many other wealthy countries. It is a prudish society 
yet even some well-known televangelists appear to be immoral. 
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3 Culture 

 
Figure 3.1 People adhere to various rules and standards that are created and maintained in culture, such as 

giving a high five to someone. (Photo courtesy of Chris Barnes/flickr) 

Learning Objectives 
3.1. What Is Culture?  
• • Differentiate between culture and society 
• • Explain material versus nonmaterial culture 
• • Discuss the concept of cultural universalism as it relates to society 
• • Compare and contrast ethnocentrism and xenocentrism 

3.2. Elements of Culture 
• • Understand how values and beliefs differ from norms 
• • Explain the significance of symbols and language to a culture 
• • Explain the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis 
• • Discuss the role of social control within culture 

3.3. Pop Culture, Subculture, and Cultural Change 
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• • Discuss the roles of both high culture and pop culture within society
• • Differentiate between subculture and counterculture
• • Explain the role of innovation, invention, and discovery in culture
• • Understand the role of cultural lag and globalization in cultural change

3.4. Theoretical Perspectives on Culture 
• • Discuss the major theoretical approaches to cultural interpretation

Introduction to Culture 
What are the rules when you pass an acquaintance at school, work, in the grocery store, 
or in the mall? Generally, we do not consider all of the intricacies of the rules of 
behavior. We may simply say, "Hello!" and ask, "How was your weekend?" or some 
other trivial question meant to be a friendly greeting. Rarely do we physically embrace 
or even touch the individual. In fact, doing so may be viewed with scorn or distaste, 
since as people in the United States we have fairly rigid rules about personal space. 
However, we all adhere to various rules and standards that are created and maintained 
in culture. These rules and expectations have meaning, and there are ways in which you 
may violate this negotiation. Consider what would happen if you stopped and informed 
everyone who said, "Hi, how are you?" exactly how you were doing that day, and in 
detail. You would more than likely violate rules of culture and specifically greeting. 
Perhaps in a different culture the question would be more literal, and it may require a 
response. Or if you are having coffee with a good friend, perhaps that question warrants 
a more detailed response. These examples are all aspects of culture, which is shared 
beliefs, values, and practices, that participants must learn. Sociologically, we examine in 
what situation and context certain behavior is expected, and in which situations 
perhaps it is not. These rules are created and enforced by people who interact and share 
culture. 

In everyday conversation, people rarely distinguish between the terms culture and 
society, but the terms have slightly different meanings, and the distinction is important 
to a sociologist. A society describes a group of people who share a community and a 
culture. By “community,” sociologists refer to a definable region—as small as a 
neighborhood (Brooklyn, or “the east side of town”), as large as a country (Ethiopia, the 
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United States, or Nepal), or somewhere in between (in the United States, this might 
include someone who identifies with Southern or Midwestern society). To clarify, a 
culture represents the beliefs and practices of a group, while society represents the 
people who share those beliefs and practices. Neither society nor culture could exist 
without the other. In this chapter, we examine the relationship between culture and 
society in greater detail and pay special attention to the elements and forces that shape 
culture, including diversity and cultural changes. A final discussion touches on the 
different theoretical perspectives from which sociologists research culture. 

3.1 What Is Culture? 
Humans are social creatures. Since the dawn of Homo sapiens nearly 250,000 years ago, 
people have grouped together into communities in order to survive. Living together, 
people form common habits and behaviors—from specific methods of childrearing to 
preferred techniques for obtaining food. In modern-day Paris, many people shop daily 
at outdoor markets to pick up what they need for their evening meal, buying cheese, 
meat, and vegetables from different specialty stalls. In the United States, the majority of 
people shop once a week at supermarkets, filling large carts to the brim. How would a 
Parisian perceive U.S. shopping behaviors that Americans take for granted? 

Almost every human behavior, from shopping to marriage to expressions of feelings, is 
learned. In the United States, people tend to view marriage as a choice between two 
people, based on mutual feelings of love. In other nations and in other times, marriages 
have been arranged through an intricate process of interviews and negotiations 
between entire families, or in other cases, through a direct system, such as a “mail order 
bride.” To someone raised in New York City, the marriage customs of a family from 
Nigeria may seem strange or even wrong. Conversely, someone from a traditional 
Kolkata family might be perplexed with the idea of romantic love as the foundation for 
marriage and lifelong commitment. In other words, the way in which people view 
marriage depends largely on what they have been taught. 

Behavior based on learned customs is not a bad thing. Being familiar with unwritten 
rules helps people feel secure and “normal.” Most people want to live their daily lives 
confident that their behaviors will not be challenged or disrupted. But even an action as 
seemingly simple as commuting to work evidences a great deal of cultural propriety. 
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Figure 3.2 How would a visitor from the suburban United States act and feel on this crowded Tokyo train? 

(Photo courtesy of simonglucas/flickr) 

 
 

Take the case of going to work on public transportation. Whether people are 
commuting in Dublin, Cairo, Mumbai, or San Francisco, many behaviors will be the 
same, but significant differences also arise between cultures. Typically, a passenger will 
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find a marked bus stop or station, wait for his bus or train, pay an agent before or after 
boarding, and quietly take a seat if one is available. But when boarding a bus in Cairo, 
passengers might have to run, because buses there often do not come to a full stop to 
take on patrons. Dublin bus riders would be expected to extend an arm to indicate that 
they want the bus to stop for them. And when boarding a commuter train in Mumbai, 
passengers must squeeze into overstuffed cars amid a lot of pushing and shoving on the 
crowded platforms. That kind of behavior would be considered the height of rudeness 
in the United States, but in Mumbai it reflects the daily challenges of getting around on a 
train system that is taxed to capacity. 

In this example of commuting, culture consists of thoughts (expectations about 
personal space, for example) and tangible things (bus stops, trains, and seating 
capacity). Material culture refers to the objects or belongings of a group of people. Metro 
passes and bus tokens are part of material culture, as are automobiles, stores, and the 
physical structures where people worship. Nonmaterial culture, in contrast, consists of 
the ideas, attitudes, and beliefs of a society. Material and nonmaterial aspects of culture 
are linked, and physical objects often symbolize cultural ideas. A metro pass is a 
material object, but it represents a form of nonmaterial culture, namely, capitalism, and 
the acceptance of paying for transportation. Clothing, hairstyles, and jewelry are part of 
material culture, but the appropriateness of wearing certain clothing for specific events 
reflects nonmaterial culture. A school building belongs to material culture, but the 
teaching methods and educational standards are part of education’s nonmaterial 
culture. These material and nonmaterial aspects of culture can vary subtly from region 
to region. As people travel farther afield, moving from different regions to entirely 
different parts of the world, certain material and nonmaterial aspects of culture become 
dramatically unfamiliar. What happens when we encounter different cultures? As we 
interact with cultures other than our own, we become more aware of the differences 
and commonalities between others’ worlds and our own. 

Cultural Universals 
Often, a comparison of one culture to another will reveal obvious differences. But all 
cultures also share common elements. Cultural universals are patterns or traits that are 
globally common to all societies. One example of a cultural universal is the family unit: 
every human society recognizes a family structure that regulates sexual reproduction 
and the care of children. Even so, how that family unit is defined and how it functions 
vary. In many Asian cultures, for example, family members from all generations 
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commonly live together in one household. In these cultures, young adults continue to 
live in the extended household family structure until they marry and join their spouse’s 
household, or they may remain and raise their nuclear family within the extended 
family’s homestead. In the United States, by contrast, individuals are expected to leave 
home and live independently for a period before forming a family unit that consists of 
parents and their offspring. Other cultural universals include customs like funeral rites, 
weddings, and celebrations of births. However, each culture may view the ceremonies 
quite differently. 

Anthropologist George Murdock first recognized the existence of cultural universals 
while studying systems of kinship around the world. Murdock found that cultural 
universals often revolve around basic human survival, such as finding food, clothing, 
and shelter, or around shared human experiences, such as birth and death or illness and 
healing. Through his research, Murdock identified other universals including language, 
the concept of personal names, and, interestingly, jokes. Humor seems to be a universal 
way to release tensions and create a sense of unity among people (Murdock 1949). 
Sociologists consider humor necessary to human interaction because it helps 
individuals navigate otherwise tense situations. 

Type caption for image (optional) 

IS MUSIC A CULTURAL UNIVERSAL? 
Imagine that you are sitting in a theater, watching a film. The movie opens with the 
heroine sitting on a park bench with a grim expression on her face. Cue the music. The 
first slow and mournful notes play in a minor key. As the melody continues, the heroine 
turns her head and sees a man walking toward her. The music slowly gets louder, and 
the dissonance of the chords sends a prickle of fear running down your spine. You sense 
that the heroine is in danger. 

Now imagine that you are watching the same movie, but with a different soundtrack. As 
the scene opens, the music is soft and soothing, with a hint of sadness. You see the 
heroine sitting on the park bench and sense her loneliness. Suddenly, the music swells. 
The woman looks up and sees a man walking toward her. The music grows fuller, and 
the pace picks up. You feel your heart rise in your chest. This is a happy moment. 
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Music has the ability to evoke emotional responses. In television shows, movies, even 
commercials, music elicits laughter, sadness, or fear. Are these types of musical cues 
cultural universals? 

In 2009, a team of psychologists, led by Thomas Fritz of the Max Planck Institute for 
Human Cognitive and Brain Sciences in Leipzig, Germany, studied people’s reactions to 
music that they’d never heard (Fritz et al. 2009). The research team traveled to 
Cameroon, Africa, and asked Mafa tribal members to listen to Western music. The tribe, 
isolated from Western culture, had never been exposed to Western culture and had no 
context or experience within which to interpret its music. Even so, as the tribal 
members listened to a Western piano piece, they were able to recognize three basic 
emotions: happiness, sadness, and fear. Music, it turns out, is a sort of universal 
language. 

Researchers also found that music can foster a sense of wholeness within a group. In 
fact, scientists who study the evolution of language have concluded that originally 
language (an established component of group identity) and music were one (Darwin 
1871). Additionally, since music is largely nonverbal, the sounds of music can cross 
societal boundaries more easily than words. Music allows people to make connections, 
where language might be a more difficult barricade. As Fritz and his team found, music 
and the emotions it conveys can be cultural universals. 

Ethnocentrism and Cultural Relativism 
Despite how much humans have in common, cultural differences are far more prevalent 
than cultural universals. For example, while all cultures have language, analysis of 
particular language structures and conversational etiquette reveal tremendous 
differences. In some Middle Eastern cultures, it is common to stand close to others in 
conversation. North Americans keep more distance and maintain a large “personal 
space.” Even something as simple as eating and drinking varies greatly from culture to 
culture. If your professor comes into an early morning class holding a mug of liquid, 
what do you assume she is drinking? In the United States, it’s most likely filled with 
coffee, not Earl Grey tea, a favorite in England, or Yak Butter tea, a staple in Tibet. 

The way cuisines vary across cultures fascinates many people. Some travelers pride 
themselves on their willingness to try unfamiliar foods, like celebrated food writer 
Anthony Bourdain, while others return home expressing gratitude for their native 
culture’s fare. Often, people in the United States express disgust at other cultures’ 
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cuisine and think that it’s gross to eat meat from a dog or guinea pig, for example, while 
they don’t question their own habit of eating cows or pigs. Such attitudes are an 
example of ethnocentrism, or evaluating and judging another culture based on how it 
compares to one’s own cultural norms. Ethnocentrism, as sociologist William Graham 
Sumner (1906) described the term, involves a belief or attitude that one’s own culture 
is better than all others. Almost everyone is a little bit ethnocentric. For example, 
Americans tend to say that people from England drive on the “wrong” side of the road, 
rather than on the “other” side. Someone from a country where dog meat is standard 
fare might find it off-putting to see a dog in a French restaurant—not on the menu, but 
as a pet and patron’s companion. A good example of ethnocentrism is referring to parts 
of Asia as the "Far East." One might question, "Far east of where?" 

A high level of appreciation for one’s own culture can be healthy; a shared sense of 
community pride, for example, connects people in a society. But ethnocentrism can lead 
to disdain or dislike for other cultures and could cause misunderstanding and conflict. 
People with the best intentions sometimes travel to a society to “help” its people, 
because they see them as uneducated or backward—essentially inferior. In reality, 
these travelers are guilty of cultural imperialism, the deliberate imposition of one’s own 
cultural values on another culture. Europe’s colonial expansion, begun in the sixteenth 
century, was often accompanied by a severe cultural imperialism. European colonizers 
often viewed the people in the lands they colonized as uncultured savages who were in 
need of European governance, dress, religion, and other cultural practices. A more 
modern example of cultural imperialism may include the work of international aid 
agencies who introduce agricultural methods and plant species from developed 
countries while overlooking indigenous varieties and agricultural approaches that are 
better suited to the particular region. 

Ethnocentrism can be so strong that when confronted with all of the differences of a 
new culture, one may experience disorientation and frustration. In sociology, we call 
this culture shock. A traveler from Chicago might find the nightly silence of rural 
Montana unsettling, not peaceful. An exchange student from China might be annoyed by 
the constant interruptions in class as other students ask questions—a practice that is 
considered rude in China. Perhaps the Chicago traveler was initially captivated with 
Montana’s quiet beauty and the Chinese student was originally excited to see a U.S.-style 
classroom firsthand. But as they experience unanticipated differences from their own 
culture, their excitement gives way to discomfort and doubts about how to behave 
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appropriately in the new situation. Eventually, as people learn more about a culture, 
they recover from culture shock. 

Culture shock may appear because people aren’t always expecting cultural differences. 
Anthropologist Ken Barger (1971) discovered this when he conducted a participatory 
observation in an Inuit community in the Canadian Arctic. Originally from Indiana, 
Barger hesitated when invited to join a local snowshoe race. He knew he’d never hold 
his own against these experts. Sure enough, he finished last, to his mortification. But the 
tribal members congratulated him, saying, “You really tried!” In Barger’s own culture, 
he had learned to value victory. To the Inuit people, winning was enjoyable, but their 
culture valued survival skills essential to their environment: how hard someone tried 
could mean the difference between life and death. Over the course of his stay, Barger 
participated in caribou hunts, learned how to take shelter in winter storms, and 
sometimes went days with little or no food to share among tribal members. Trying hard 
and working together, two nonmaterial values, were indeed much more important than 
winning. 

During his time with the Inuit tribe, Barger learned to engage in cultural relativism. 
Cultural relativism is the practice of assessing a culture by its own standards rather than 
viewing it through the lens of one’s own culture. Practicing cultural relativism requires 
an open mind and a willingness to consider, and even adapt to, new values and norms. 
However, indiscriminately embracing everything about a new culture is not always 
possible. Even the most culturally relativist people from egalitarian societies—ones in 
which women have political rights and control over their own bodies—would question 
whether the widespread practice of female genital mutilation in countries such as 
Ethiopia and Sudan should be accepted as a part of cultural tradition. Sociologists 
attempting to engage in cultural relativism, then, may struggle to reconcile aspects of 
their own culture with aspects of a culture that they are studying. 

Sometimes when people attempt to rectify feelings of ethnocentrism and develop 
cultural relativism, they swing too far to the other end of the spectrum. Xenocentrism is 
the opposite of ethnocentrism, and refers to the belief that another culture is superior 
to one’s own. (The Greek root word xeno, pronounced “ZEE-no,” means “stranger” or 
“foreign guest.”) An exchange student who goes home after a semester abroad or a 
sociologist who returns from the field may find it difficult to associate with the values of 
their own culture after having experienced what they deem a more upright or nobler 
way of living. 
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Perhaps the greatest challenge for sociologists studying different cultures is the matter 
of keeping a perspective. It is impossible for anyone to keep all cultural biases at bay; 
the best we can do is strive to be aware of them. Pride in one’s own culture doesn’t have 
to lead to imposing its values on others. And an appreciation for another culture 
shouldn’t preclude individuals from studying it with a critical eye. 
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OVERCOMING CULTURE SHOCK 
During her summer vacation, Caitlin flew from Chicago to Madrid to visit Maria, the 
exchange student she’d befriended the previous semester. In the airport, she heard 
rapid, musical Spanish being spoken all around her. Exciting as it was, she felt isolated 
and disconnected. Maria’s mother kissed Caitlin on both cheeks when she greeted her. 
Her imposing father kept his distance. Caitlin was half asleep by the time supper was 
served—at 10 p.m.! Maria’s family sat at the table for hours, speaking loudly, gesturing, 
and arguing about politics, a taboo dinner subject in Caitlin’s house. They served wine 
and toasted their honored guest. Caitlin had trouble interpreting her hosts’ facial 
expressions, and didn’t realize she should make the next toast. That night, Caitlin 
crawled into a strange bed, wishing she hadn’t come. She missed her home and felt 
overwhelmed by the new customs, language, and surroundings. She’d studied Spanish 
in school for years—why hadn’t it prepared her for this? 

What Caitlin hadn’t realized was that people depend not only on spoken words but also 
on subtle cues like gestures and facial expressions, to communicate. Cultural norms 
accompany even the smallest nonverbal signals (DuBois 1951). They help people know 
when to shake hands, where to sit, how to converse, and even when to laugh. We relate 
to others through a shared set of cultural norms, and ordinarily, we take them for 
granted. 

For this reason, culture shock is often associated with traveling abroad, although it can 
happen in one’s own country, state, or even hometown. Anthropologist Kalervo Oberg 
(1960) is credited with first coining the term “culture shock.” In his studies, Oberg 
found that most people found encountering a new culture to be exciting at first. But bit 
by bit, they became stressed by interacting with people from a different culture who 
spoke another language and used different regional expressions. There was new food to 
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digest, new daily schedules to follow, and new rules of etiquette to learn. Living with 
this constant stress can make people feel incompetent and insecure. People react to 
frustration in a new culture, Oberg found, by initially rejecting it and glorifying one’s 
own culture. An American visiting Italy might long for a “real” pizza or complain about 
the unsafe driving habits of Italians compared to people in the United States. 

It helps to remember that culture is learned. Everyone is ethnocentric to an extent, and 
identifying with one’s own country is natural. 

Caitlin’s shock was minor compared to that of her friends Dayar and Mahlika, a Turkish 
couple living in married student housing on campus. And it was nothing like that of her 
classmate Sanai. Sanai had been forced to flee war-torn Bosnia with her family when 
she was fifteen. After two weeks in Spain, Caitlin had developed a bit more compassion 
and understanding for what those people had gone through. She understood that 
adjusting to a new culture takes time. It can take weeks or months to recover from 
culture shock, and it can take years to fully adjust to living in a new culture. 

By the end of Caitlin’s trip, she’d made new lifelong friends. She’d stepped out of her 
comfort zone. She’d learned a lot about Spain, but she’d also discovered a lot about 
herself and her own culture. 

3.2 Elements of Culture 
Values and Beliefs 
The first, and perhaps most crucial, elements of culture we will discuss are its values 
and beliefs. Values are a culture’s standard for discerning what is good and just in 
society. Values are deeply embedded and critical for transmitting and teaching a 
culture’s beliefs. Beliefs are the tenets or convictions that people hold to be true. 
Individuals in a society have specific beliefs, but they also share collective values. To 
illustrate the difference, Americans commonly believe in the American Dream—that 
anyone who works hard enough will be successful and wealthy. Underlying this belief is 
the American value that wealth is good and important. 

Values help shape a society by suggesting what is good and bad, beautiful and ugly, 
sought or avoided. Consider the value that the United States places upon youth. 
Children represent innocence and purity, while a youthful adult appearance signifies 
sexuality. Shaped by this value, individuals spend millions of dollars each year on 
cosmetic products and surgeries to look young and beautiful. The United States also has 
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an individualistic culture, meaning people place a high value on individuality and 
independence. In contrast, many other cultures are collectivist, meaning the welfare of 
the group and group relationships are a primary value. 

Living up to a culture’s values can be difficult. It’s easy to value good health, but it’s hard 
to quit smoking. Marital monogamy is valued, but many spouses engage in infidelity. 
Cultural diversity and equal opportunities for all people are valued in the United States, 
yet the country’s highest political offices have been dominated by white men. 

Values often suggest how people should behave, but they don’t accurately reflect how 
people do behave. Values portray an ideal culture, the standards society would like to 
embrace and live up to. But ideal culture differs from real culture, the way society 
actually is, based on what occurs and exists. In an ideal culture, there would be no traffic 
accidents, murders, poverty, or racial tension. But in real culture, police officers, 
lawmakers, educators, and social workers constantly strive to prevent or repair those 
accidents, crimes, and injustices. American teenagers are encouraged to value celibacy. 
However, the number of unplanned pregnancies among teens reveals that not only is 
the ideal hard to live up to, but the value alone is not enough to spare teenagers the 
potential consequences of having sex. 

One way societies strive to put values into action is through rewards, sanctions, and 
punishments. When people observe the norms of society and uphold its values, they are 
often rewarded. A boy who helps an elderly woman board a bus may receive a smile 
and a “thank you.” A business manager who raises profit margins may receive a 
quarterly bonus. People sanction certain behaviors by giving their support, approval, or 
permission, or by instilling formal actions of disapproval and nonsupport. Sanctions are 
a form of social control, a way to encourage conformity to cultural norms. Sometimes 
people conform to norms in anticipation or expectation of positive sanctions: good 
grades, for instance, may mean praise from parents and teachers. From a criminal 
justice perspective, properly used social control is also inexpensive crime control. 
Utilizing social control approaches pushes most people to conform to societal rules, 
regardless of whether authority figures (such as law enforcement) are present. 

When people go against a society’s values, they are punished. A boy who shoves an 
elderly woman aside to board the bus first may receive frowns or even a scolding from 
other passengers. A business manager who drives away customers will likely be fired. 
Breaking norms and rejecting values can lead to cultural sanctions such as earning a 
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negative label—lazy, no-good bum—or to legal sanctions, such as traffic tickets, fines, or 
imprisonment. 

Values are not static; they vary across time and between groups as people evaluate, 
debate, and change collective societal beliefs. Values also vary from culture to culture. 
For example, cultures differ in their values about what kinds of physical closeness are 
appropriate in public. It’s rare to see two male friends or coworkers holding hands in 
the United States where that behavior often symbolizes romantic feelings. But in many 
nations, masculine physical intimacy is considered natural in public. This difference in 
cultural values came to light when people reacted to photos of former president George 
W. Bush holding hands with the Crown Prince of Saudi Arabia in 2005. A simple gesture, 
such as hand-holding, carries great symbolic differences across cultures. 

 
Figure 3.4 In many parts of Africa and the Middle East, it is considered normal for men to hold hands in 

friendship. How would Americans react to these two soldiers? (Photo courtesy of Geordie Mott/Wikimedia 
Commons) 

 
 

Symbols and Language 
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Humans, consciously and subconsciously, are always striving to make sense of their 
surrounding world. Symbols—such as gestures, signs, objects, signals, and words—help 
people understand that world. They provide clues to understanding experiences by 
conveying recognizable meanings that are shared by societies. 

The world is filled with symbols. Sports uniforms, company logos, and traffic signs are 
symbols. In some cultures, a gold ring is a symbol of marriage. Some symbols are highly 
functional; stop signs, for instance, provide useful instruction. As physical objects, they 
belong to material culture, but because they function as symbols, they also convey 
nonmaterial cultural meanings. Some symbols are valuable only in what they represent. 
Trophies, blue ribbons, or gold medals, for example, serve no other purpose than to 
represent accomplishments. But many objects have both material and nonmaterial 
symbolic value. 

A police officer’s badge and uniform are symbols of authority and law enforcement. The 
sight of an officer in uniform or a squad car triggers reassurance in some citizens, and 
annoyance, fear, or anger in others. 

It’s easy to take symbols for granted. Few people challenge or even think about stick 
figure signs on the doors of public bathrooms. But those figures are more than just 
symbols that tell men and women which bathrooms to use. They also uphold the value, 
in the United States, that public restrooms should be gender exclusive. Even though 
stalls are relatively private, most places don’t offer unisex bathrooms. 
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Figure 3.5 Some road signs are universal. But how would you interpret the signage on the right? (Photo (a) 
courtesy of Andrew Bain/flickr; Photo (b) courtesy of HonzaSoukup/flickr) 

 
 

Symbols often get noticed when they are out of context. Used unconventionally, they 
convey strong messages. A stop sign on the door of a corporation makes a political 
statement, as does a camouflage military jacket worn in an antiwar protest. Together, 
the semaphore signals for “N” and “D” represent nuclear disarmament—and form the 
well-known peace sign (Westcott 2008). Today, some college students have taken to 
wearing pajamas and bedroom slippers to class, clothing that was formerly associated 
only with privacy and bedtime. Though students might deny it, the outfit defies 
traditional cultural norms and makes a statement.  

Even the destruction of symbols is symbolic. Effigies representing public figures are 
burned to demonstrate anger at certain leaders. In 1989, crowds tore down the Berlin 
Wall, a decades-old symbol of the division between East and West Germany, 
communism, and capitalism. 

While different cultures have varying systems of symbols, one symbol is common to all: 
language. Language is a symbolic system through which people communicate and 
through which culture is transmitted. Some languages contain a system of symbols used 
for written communication, while others rely on only spoken communication and 
nonverbal actions. 

Societies often share a single language, and many languages contain the same basic 
elements. An alphabet is a written system made of symbolic shapes that refer to spoken 
sound. Taken together, these symbols convey specific meanings. The English alphabet 
uses a combination of twenty-six letters to create words; these twenty-six letters make 
up over 600,000 recognized English words (OED Online 2011). 

Rules for speaking and writing vary even within cultures, most notably by region. Do 
you refer to a can of carbonated liquid as “soda,” pop,” or “Coke”? Is a household 
entertainment room a “family room,” “rec room,” or “den”? When leaving a restaurant, 
do you ask your server for a “check,” the “ticket,” or your “bill”? 

Language is constantly evolving as societies create new ideas. In this age of technology, 
people have adapted almost instantly to new nouns such as “e-mail” and “Internet,” and 
verbs such as “downloading,” “texting,” and “blogging.” Twenty years ago, the general 
public would have considered these nonsense words. 
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Even while it constantly evolves, language continues to shape our reality. This insight 
was established in the 1920s by two linguists, Edward Sapir and Benjamin Whorf. They 
believed that reality is culturally determined, and that any interpretation of reality is 
based on a society’s language. To prove this point, the sociologists argued that every 
language has words or expressions specific to that language. In the United States, for 
example, the number thirteen is associated with bad luck. In Japan, however, the 
number four is considered unlucky, since it is pronounced similarly to the Japanese 
word for “death.” 

The Sapir-Whorf hypothesis is based on the idea that people experience their world 
through their language, and that they therefore understand their world through the 
culture embedded in their language. The hypothesis, which has also been called 
linguistic relativity, states that language shapes thought (Swoyer 2003). Studies have 
shown, for instance, that unless people have access to the word “ambivalent,” they don’t 
recognize an experience of uncertainty from having conflicting positive and negative 
feelings about one issue. Essentially, the hypothesis argues, if a person can’t describe 
the experience, the person is not having the experience. 

In addition to using language, people communicate without words. Nonverbal 
communication is symbolic, and, as in the case of language, much of it is learned 
through one’s culture. Some gestures are nearly universal: smiles often represent joy, 
and crying often represents sadness. Other nonverbal symbols vary across cultural 
contexts in their meaning. A thumbs-up, for example, indicates positive reinforcement 
in the United States, whereas in Russia and Australia, it is an offensive curse (Passero 
2002). Other gestures vary in meaning depending on the situation and the person. A 
wave of the hand can mean many things, depending on how it’s done and for whom. It 
may mean “hello,” “goodbye,” “no thank you,” or “I’m royalty.” Winks convey a variety of 
messages, including “We have a secret,” “I’m only kidding,” or “I’m attracted to you.” 
From a distance, a person can understand the emotional gist of two people in 
conversation just by watching their body language and facial expressions. Furrowed 
brows and folded arms indicate a serious topic, possibly an argument. Smiles, with 
heads lifted and arms open, suggest a lighthearted, friendly chat. 

Type caption for image (optional) 

IS THE UNITED STATES BILINGUAL? 
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In 1991, when she was six years old, Lucy Alvarez attended a school that allowed for the 
use of both English and Spanish. Lucy’s teacher was bilingual, the librarian offered 
bilingual books, and many of the school staff spoke both Spanish and English. Lucy and 
many of her classmates who spoke only Spanish at home were lucky. According to the 
U.S. Census, 13.8 percent of U.S. residents speak a non-English language at home. That’s 
a significant figure, but not enough to ensure that Lucy would be encouraged to use her 
native language in school (Mount 2010). 

Lucy’s parents, who moved to Texas from Mexico, struggled under the pressure to 
speak English. Lucy might easily have gotten lost and left behind if she’d felt the same 
pressure in school. In 2008, researchers from Johns Hopkins University conducted a 
series of studies on the effects of bilingual education (Slavin et al. 2008). They found 
that students taught in both their native tongue and English make better progress than 
those taught only in English. 

Technically, the United States has no official language. But many believe English to be 
the rightful language of the United States, and over thirty states have passed laws 
specifying English as the official tongue. Proponents of English-only laws suggest that a 
national ruling will save money on translation, printing, and human resource costs, 
including funding for bilingual teachers. They argue that setting English as the official 
language will encourage non-English speakers to learn English faster and adapt to the 
culture of the United States more easily (Mount 2010). 

Groups such as the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) oppose making English the 
official language and claim that it violates the rights of non-English speakers. English-
only laws, they believe, deny the reality of our nation’s diversity and unfairly target 
Latinos and Asians. They point to the fact that much of the debate on this topic has risen 
since 1970, a time when the United States experienced new waves of immigration from 
Asia and Mexico. 

Today, a lot of product information gets written in multiple languages. Enter a store like 
Home Depot and you’ll find signs in both English and Spanish. Buy a children’s product, 
and the safety warnings could be presented in multiple languages. While marketers are 
financially motivated to reach the largest number of consumers possible, this trend also 
may help people acclimate to a culture of bilingualism. 

Studies show that most U.S. immigrants eventually abandon their native tongues and 
become fluent in English. Bilingual education helps with that transition. Today, Lucy 
Alvarez is an ambitious and high-achieving college student. Fluent in both English and 
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Spanish, Lucy is studying law enforcement—a field that seeks bilingual employees. The 
same bilingualism that contributed to her success in grade school will help her thrive 
professionally as a law officer serving her community. 

3.3 Pop Culture, Subculture, and Cultural Change 
It may seem obvious that there are a multitude of cultural differences between societies 
in the world. After all, we can easily see that people vary from one society to the next. 
It’s natural that a young woman from rural Kenya would have a very different view of 
the world from an elderly man in Mumbai—one of the most populated cities in the 
world. Additionally, each culture has its own internal variations. Sometimes the 
differences between cultures are not nearly as large as the differences inside cultures. 

High Culture and Popular Culture 
Do you prefer listening to opera or hip hop music? Do you like watching horse racing or 
NASCAR? Do you read books of poetry or celebrity magazines? In each pair, one type of 
entertainment is considered high-brow and the other low-brow. Sociologists use the 
term high culture to describe the pattern of cultural experiences and attitudes that exist 
in the highest class segments of a society. People often associate high culture with 
intellectualism, political power, and prestige. In America, high culture also tends to be 
associated with wealth. Events considered high culture can be expensive and formal—
attending a ballet, seeing a play, or listening to a live symphony performance. 

The term popular culture refers to the pattern of cultural experiences and attitudes that 
exist in mainstream society. Popular culture events might include a parade, a baseball 
game, or the season finale of a television show. Rock and pop music—“pop” is short for 
“popular”—are part of popular culture. Popular culture is often expressed and spread 
via commercial media such as radio, television, movies, the music industry, publishers, 
and corporate-run websites. Unlike high culture, popular culture is known and 
accessible to most people. You can share a discussion of favorite football teams with a 
new coworker or comment on American Idol when making small talk in line at the 
grocery store. But if you tried to launch into a deep discussion on the classical Greek 
play Antigone, few members of U.S. society today would be familiar with it. 

Although high culture may be viewed as superior to popular culture, the labels of high 
culture and popular culture vary over time and place. Shakespearean plays, considered 
pop culture when they were written, are now part of our society’s high culture. Five 
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hundred years from now, will our descendants associate Breaking Bad with the cultural 
elite? 

Subculture and Counterculture 
A subculture is just what it sounds like—a smaller cultural group within a larger 
culture; people of a subculture are part of the larger culture but also share a specific 
identity within a smaller group. 

Thousands of subcultures exist within the United States. Ethnic and racial groups share 
the language, food, and customs of their heritage. Other subcultures are united by 
shared experiences. Biker culture revolves around a dedication to motorcycles. Some 
subcultures are formed by members who possess traits or preferences that differ from 
the majority of a society’s population. The body modification community embraces 
aesthetic additions to the human body, such as tattoos, piercings, and certain forms of 
plastic surgery. In the United States, adolescents often form subcultures to develop a 
shared youth identity. Alcoholics Anonymous offers support to those suffering from 
alcoholism. But even as members of a subculture band together, they still identify with 
and participate in the larger society. 

Sociologists distinguish subcultures from countercultures, which are a type of 
subculture that rejects some of the larger culture’s norms and values. In contrast to 
subcultures, which operate relatively smoothly within the larger society, 
countercultures might actively defy larger society by developing their own set of rules 
and norms to live by, sometimes even creating communities that operate outside of 
greater society. 

Cults, a word derived from culture, are also considered counterculture group. The group 
“Yearning for Zion” (YFZ) in Eldorado, Texas, existed outside the mainstream and the 
limelight, until its leader was accused of statutory rape and underage marriage. The 
sect’s formal norms clashed too severely to be tolerated by U.S. law, and in 2008, 
authorities raided the compound and removed more than two hundred women and 
children from the property. 
 
 
 
 

3.4 Theoretical Perspectives on Culture  
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Music, fashion, technology, and values—all are products of culture. But what do they 
mean? How do sociologists perceive and interpret culture based on these material and 
nonmaterial items? Let’s finish our analysis of culture by reviewing them in the context 
of symbolic interactionism. 

Symbolic interactionism is a sociological perspective that is most concerned with the 
face-to-face interactions between members of society. Interactionists see culture as 
being created and maintained by the ways people interact and in how individuals 
interpret each other’s actions. Proponents of this theory conceptualize human 
interactions as a continuous process of deriving meaning from both objects in the 
environment and the actions of others. This is where the term symbolic comes into play. 
Every object and action has a symbolic meaning, and language serves as a means for 
people to represent and communicate their interpretations of these meanings to others. 
Those who believe in symbolic interactionism perceive culture as highly dynamic and 
fluid, as it is dependent on how meaning is interpreted and how individuals interact 
when conveying these meanings. 

We began this chapter by asking what culture is. Culture is comprised of all the 
practices, beliefs, and behaviors of a society. Because culture is learned, it includes how 
people think and express themselves. While we may like to consider ourselves 
individuals, we must acknowledge the impact of culture; we inherit thought language 
that shapes our perceptions and patterned behavior, including about issues of family 
and friends, and faith and politics. 

To an extent, culture is a social comfort. After all, sharing a similar culture with others is 
precisely what defines societies. Nations would not exist if people did not coexist 
culturally. There could be no societies if people did not share heritage and language, and 
civilization would cease to function if people did not agree on similar values and 
systems of social control. Culture is preserved through transmission from one 
generation to the next, but it also evolves through processes of innovation, discovery, 
and cultural diffusion. We may be restricted by the confines of our own culture, but as 
humans we have the ability to question values and make conscious decisions. No better 
evidence of this freedom exists than the amount of cultural diversity within our own 
society and around the world. The more we study another culture, the better we 
become at understanding our own.
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Intercultural Communication: High- and Low-Context Cultures 
Posted August 18, 2016 | 34TUInternational DevelopmentU34T 
 

Anthropologist Edward Hall founded the field of intercultural communication in 1959 with 
his book 16TThe Silent Language16T. The book was originally intended for the general public, 
but it sparked academic research in intercultural communication and fueled interest in 
subjects like nonverbal communication, according to 34TKeio Communication Review34T. 

Hall defines intercultural communication as a form of communication that shares 
information across different cultures and social groups. One framework for approaching 
intercultural communication is with high-context and low-context cultures, which refer to 
the value cultures place on indirect and direct communication. 

 
High-Context Cultures 

A high-context culture relies on implicit communication and nonverbal cues. In high-
context communication, a message cannot be understood without a great deal of 
background information. Asian, African, Arab, central European and Latin American 
cultures are generally considered to be high-context cultures. 

High-context cultures often display the following tendencies, according to C.B. Halverson’s 
book 16TCultural Context Inventory16T. 

• 43TAssociation43T: Relationships build slowly and depend on trust. Productivity depends 
on relationships and the group process. An individual’s identity is rooted in groups 
(family, culture, work). Social structure and authority are centralized. 

47

https://online.seu.edu/articles/category/international-development/
http://www.mediacom.keio.ac.jp/publication/pdf2002/review24/2.pdf


• 43TInteraction43T: Nonverbal elements such as voice tone, gestures, facial expression 
and eye movement are significant. Verbal messages are indirect, and 
communication is seen as an art form or way of engaging someone. Disagreement 
is personalized, and a person is sensitive to conflict expressed in someone else’s 
nonverbal communication. 

• 43TTerritoriality43T: Space is communal. People stand close to each other and share the 
same space. 

• 43TTemporality43T: Everything has its own time, and time is not easily scheduled. 
Change is slow, and time is a process that belongs to others and nature. 

• 43TLearning43T: Multiple sources of information are used. Thinking proceeds from 
general to specific. Learning occurs by observing others as they model or 
demonstrate and then practicing. Groups are preferred, and accuracy is valued. 

Low-Context Cultures

A low-context culture relies on explicit communication. In low-context communication, 
more of the information in a message is spelled out and defined. Cultures with western 
European roots, such as the United States and Australia, are generally considered to be 
low-context cultures. 

Low-context cultures often display the following tendencies, according to Halverson. 

• 43TAssociation43T: Relationships begin and end quickly. Productivity depends on 
procedures and paying attention to the goal. The identity of individuals is rooted in 
themselves and their accomplishments. Social structure is decentralized. 

• 43TInteraction43T: Nonverbal elements are not significant. Verbal messages are explicit, 
and communication is seen as a way of exchanging information, ideas and opinions. 
Disagreement is depersonalized; the focus is on rational (not personal) solutions. An 
individual can be explicit about another person’s bothersome behavior. 

• 43TTerritoriality43T: Space is compartmentalized. Privacy is important, so people stand 
farther apart. 

• 43TTemporality43T: Events and tasks are scheduled and to be done at particular times. 
Change is fast, and time is a commodity to be spent or saved. One’s time is one’s 
own. 

• 43TLearning43T: One source of information is used. Thinking proceeds from specific to 
general. Learning occurs by following the explicit directions and explanations of 
others. Individual orientation is preferred, and speed is valued. 

Communication Dynamics in High- and Low-Context Cultures

Cultural differences shape every aspect of global communication, says 34TForbes34T contributor 
Carol Kinsey Goman. This helps explain why people in Japan (a high-context culture) 
prefer face-to-face communication over electronic technology favored by other 
industrialized countries like the United States, Canada, the United Kingdom and Germany 
(low-context cultures). 
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High-context cultures also prefer personal bonds and informal agreements over 
meticulously worded legal documents. They “are looking for meaning and understanding 
in what is 16Tnot16T said — in body language, in silences and pauses, and in relationships and 
empathy,” Goman says. Meanwhile, low-context cultures “place emphasis on sending and 
receiving accurate messages directly, and by being precise with spoken or written words,” 
she explains. U.S. business leaders often fall into a communication trap by disregarding 
the importance of building and maintaining personal relationships when interacting with 
people from high-context cultures. 

People should also watch for differences within high- and low-context cultures. This 
classification is an oversimplification, according to A.C. Krizan and others in the 
book 16TBusiness Communication16T. “For example, although American culture is classified as 
low context, communication among family members tends to be high context,” they write. 
“Family relationships and members’ high level of shared experiences require fewer words 
because of mutual understandings.” 

On the other hand, communication between two businesspersons from a low-context 
culture tends to be more specific and direct. Attention focuses more on what is said than 
relationships. In China or Japan, words receive less attention than relationships, mutual 
understandings and nonverbal body language. 

34Thttps://online.seu.edu/articles/high-and-low-context-cultures/34T 
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1.4.6 - Context of Cultures: High and Low

Context of Cultures: High and Low 

Here is another concept that will help you pull together a lot of the material you have 
read so far about culture. It is called "high context" and "low context" and was created 
by the same anthropologist who developed the concepts of polychronic and 
monochronic time. They complement each other and provide a broad framework for 
looking at culture. 

The list below shows the kind of behavior that is generally found in high and low 
context cultures within five categories: how people relate to each other, how they 
communicate with each other, how they treat space, how they treat time, and how they 
learn. One thing to remember is that few cultures, and the people in them, are totally 
at one end of the spectrum or the other. They usually fall somewhere in between and 
may have a combination of high and low context characteristics. 
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HIGH CONTEXT (HC) LOW CONTEXT (LC) 

Association 

• Relationships depend on trust,
build up slowly, are stable. One
distinguishes between people
inside and people outside one's
circle.

• How things get done depends on
relationships with people and
attention to group process.

• One's identity is rooted in
groups (family, culture, work).

• Social structure and authority are
centralized; responsibility is at
the top. Person at top works for the
good of the group.

 Association 

• Relationships begin and end quickly.
Many people can be inside one's
circle; circle's boundary is not clear.

• Things get done by following
procedures and paying attention to the
goal.

• One's identity is rooted in oneself and
one's accomplishments.

• Social structure is decentralized;
responsibility goes further down (is
not concentrated at the top).

Interaction 

• High use of nonverbal
elements; voice tone, facial
expression, gestures, and eye
movement carry significant parts
of conversation.

• Verbal message is implicit;
context (situation, people,
nonverbal elements) is more
important than words.

• Verbal message is indirect; one
talks  around the point and
embellishes it.

• Communication is seen as an
art form—a way of engaging
someone.

• Disagreement is personalized. One
is sensitive to conflict expressed
in  another's nonverbal
communication. Conflict either
must be solved before work can
progress or must be avoided
because it is personally
threatening.

Interaction 

• Low use of nonverbal
elements. Message is carried more by
words than by nonverbal means.

• Verbal message is explicit. Context is
less important than words.

• Verbal message is direct; one spells
things out exactly.

• Communication is seen as a way of
exchanging information, ideas, and
opinions.

• Disagreement is depersonalized. One
withdraws from conflict with another
and gets on with the task. Focus is on
rational solutions, not personal ones.
One can be explicit about another's
bothersome behavior.

51



Territoriality 

• Space is communal; people 
stand close to each other, share the 
same space.  

Territoriality 

• Space is compartmentalized and 
privately owned; privacy is important, 
so people are farther apart. 

Temporality 

• Everything has its own time. Time 
is not easily scheduled; needs of 
people may interfere with keeping 
to a set time. What is important is 
that activity gets done. 

• Change is slow. Things are rooted 
in the past, slow to change, and 
stable.                   

• Time is a process; it belongs to 
others and to nature.     

Temporality 

• Things are scheduled to be done at 
particular times, one thing at a time. 
What is important is that activity is 
done efficiently. 

• Change is fast. One can make change 
and see immediate results. 

• Time is a commodity to be spent or 
saved. One’s time is one’s own. 

Learning 

• Knowledge is embedded in 
the situation; things are 
connected, synthesized, and 
global. Multiplesources of 
information are used. Thinking is 
deductive, proceeds from general 
to specific.        

• Learning occurs by first 
observing others as they model or 
demonstrate and then practicing.  

• Groups are preferred for learning 
and problem solving. 

• Accuracy is valued. How well 
something is learned is 
important.     

Learning 

• Reality is fragmented and 
compartmentalized. One source 
of information is used to 
develop knowledge. Thinking is 
inductive, proceeds from specific to 
general. Focus is on detail. 

• Learning occurs by following explicit 
directions and explanations of others. 

• An individual orientation is preferred 
for learning and problem solving. 

• Speed is valued. How efficiently 
something is learned is important. 

The content here is based on the following works by anthropologist Edward T. Hall, all of which were published in 
New York by Doubleday: The Silent Language (1959), The Hidden Dimension (1969), Beyond Culture (1976), 
and The Dance of Life (1983).  

Source:  The 1993 Annual: Developing Human Resources. Pfeiffer & Company. 

  

52



To illustrate how cultures fall along the context continuum, here is a chart that includes some 
cultures that have been studied. 
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3.2 Elements of Culture 
Norms 
So far, the examples in this chapter have often described how people are expected to 
behave in certain situations—for example, when buying food or boarding a bus. These 
examples describe the visible and invisible rules of conduct through which societies are 
structured, or what sociologists call norms. Norms define how to behave in accordance 
with what a society has defined as good, right, and important, and most members of the 
society adhere to them. 

Formal norms are established, written rules. They are behaviors worked out and agreed 
upon in order to suit and serve the most people. Laws are formal norms, but so are 
employee manuals, college entrance exam requirements, and “no running” signs at 
swimming pools. Formal norms are the most specific and clearly stated of the various 
types of norms, and they are the most strictly enforced. But even formal norms are 
enforced to varying degrees and are reflected in cultural values. 

For example, money is highly valued in the United States, so monetary crimes are 
punished. It’s against the law to rob a bank, and banks go to great lengths to prevent 
such crimes. People safeguard valuable possessions and install antitheft devices to 
protect homes and cars. A less strictly enforced social norm is driving while intoxicated. 
While it’s against the law to drive drunk, drinking is for the most part an acceptable 
social behavior. And though there are laws to punish drunk driving, there are few 
systems in place to prevent the crime. These examples show a range of enforcement in 
formal norms. 

There are plenty of formal norms, but the list of informal norms—casual behaviors that 
are generally and widely conformed to—is longer. People learn informal norms by 
observation, imitation, and general socialization. Some informal norms are taught 
directly—“Kiss your Aunt Edna” or “Use your napkin”—while others are learned by 
observation, including observations of the consequences when someone else violates a 
norm. But although informal norms define personal interactions, they extend into other 
systems as well. In the United States, there are informal norms regarding behavior at 
fast food restaurants. Customers line up to order their food and leave when they are 
done. They don’t sit down at a table with strangers, sing loudly as they prepare their 
condiments, or nap in a booth. Most people don’t commit even benign breaches of 

54



informal norms. Informal norms dictate appropriate behaviors without the need of 
written rules. 

Type caption for image (optional) 

BREACHING EXPERIMENTS 
Sociologist Harold Garfinkel (1917–2011) studied people’s customs in order to find out 
how societal rules and norms not only influenced behavior but also shaped social order. 
He believed that members of society together create a social order (Weber 2011). His 
resulting book, Studies in Ethnomethodology, published in 1967, discusses people’s 
assumptions about the social makeup of their communities. 

One of Garfinkel's research methods was known as a “breaching experiment,” in which 
the researcher behaves in a socially awkward manner in order to test the sociological 
concepts of social norms and conformity. The participants are not aware an experiment 
is in progress. If the breach is successful, however, these “innocent bystanders” will 
respond in some way. For example, if the experimenter is, say, a man in a business suit, 
and he skips down the sidewalk or hops on one foot, the passersby are likely to stare at 
him with surprised expressions on their faces. But the experimenter does not simply 
“act weird” in public. Rather, the point is to deviate from a specific social norm in a 
small way, to subtly break some form of social etiquette, and see what happens. 

To conduct his ethnomethodology, Garfinkel deliberately imposed strange behaviors on 
unknowing people. Then he observed their responses. He suspected that odd behaviors 
would shatter conventional expectations, but he wasn’t sure how. For example, he set 
up a simple game of tic-tac-toe. One player was asked beforehand to mark Xs and Os not 
in the boxes but on the lines dividing the spaces instead. The other player, in the dark 
about the study, was flabbergasted and did not know how to continue. The second 
player's reactions of outrage, anger, puzzlement, or other emotions illustrated the 
existence of cultural norms that constitute social life. These cultural norms play an 
important role. They let us know how to behave around each other and how to feel 
comfortable in our community. 

There are many rules about speaking with strangers in public. It’s OK to tell a woman 
you like her shoes. It’s not OK to ask if you can try them on. It’s OK to stand in line 
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behind someone at the ATM. It’s not OK to look over his shoulder as he makes his 
transaction. It’s OK to sit beside someone on a crowded bus. It’s weird to sit beside a 
stranger in a half-empty bus. 

For some breaches, the researcher directly engages with innocent bystanders. An 
experimenter might strike up a conversation in a public bathroom, where it’s common 
to respect each other’s privacy so fiercely as to ignore other people’s presence. In a 
grocery store, an experimenter might take a food item out of another person’s grocery 
cart, saying, “That looks good! I think I’ll try it.” An experimenter might sit down at a 
table with others in a fast food restaurant or follow someone around a museum and 
study the same paintings. In those cases, the bystanders are pressured to respond, and 
their discomfort illustrates how much we depend on social norms. Breaching 
experiments uncover and explore the many unwritten social rules we live by. 

Norms may be further classified as either mores or folkways. Mores (mor-ays) are 
norms that embody the moral views and principles of a group. Violating them can have 
serious consequences. The strongest mores are legally protected with laws or other 
formal norms. In the United States, for instance, murder is considered immoral, and it’s 
punishable by law (a formal norm). But more often, mores are judged and guarded by 
public sentiment (an informal norm). People who violate mores are seen as shameful. 
They can even be shunned or banned from some groups. The mores of the U.S. school 
system require that a student’s writing be in the student’s own words or use special 
forms (such as quotation marks and a whole system of citation) for crediting other 
writers. Writing another person’s words as if they are one’s own has a name—
plagiarism. The consequences for violating this norm are severe and usually result in 
expulsion. 

Unlike mores, folkways are norms without any moral underpinnings. Rather, folkways 
direct appropriate behavior in the day-to-day practices and expressions of a culture. 
They indicate whether to shake hands or kiss on the cheek when greeting another 
person. They specify whether to wear a tie and blazer or a T-shirt and sandals to an 
event. In Canada, women can smile and say hello to men on the street. In Egypt, that’s 
not acceptable. In regions in the southern United States, bumping into an acquaintance 
means stopping to chat. It’s considered rude not to, no matter how busy one is. In other 
regions, people guard their privacy and value time efficiency. A simple nod of the head 
is enough. Other accepted folkways in the United States may include holding the door 
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open for a stranger or giving someone a gift on their birthday. The rules regarding these 
folkways may change from culture to culture. 

Many folkways are actions we take for granted. People need to act without thinking in 
order to get seamlessly through daily routines; they can’t stop and analyze every action 
(Sumner 1906). Those who experience culture shock may find that it subsides as they 
learn the new culture’s folkways and are able to move through their daily routines more 
smoothly. Folkways might be small manners, learned by observation and imitated, but 
they are by no means trivial. Like mores and laws, these norms help people negotiate 
their daily lives within a given culture. 

7.1 Deviance and Control 

What, exactly, is deviance? And what is the relationship between deviance and crime? 
According to sociologist William Graham Sumner, deviance is a violation of established 
contextual, cultural, or social norms, whether folkways, mores, or codified law (1906). 
It can be as minor as picking your nose in public or as major as committing murder. 
Although the word “deviance” has a negative connotation in everyday language, 
sociologists recognize that deviance is not necessarily bad (Schoepflin 2011). In fact, 
from a structural functionalist perspective, one of the positive contributions of deviance 
is that it fosters social change. For example, during the U.S. civil rights movement, Rosa 
Parks violated social norms when she refused to move to the “black section” of the bus, 
and the Little Rock Nine broke customs of segregation to attend an Arkansas public 
school.“What is deviant behavior?” cannot be answered in a straightforward manner. 
Whether an act is labeled deviant or not depends on many factors, including location, 
audience, and the individual committing the act (Becker 1963). Listening to your iPod 
on the way to class is considered acceptable behavior. Listening to your iPod during 
your 2 p.m. sociology lecture is considered rude. Listening to your iPod when on the 
witness stand before a judge may cause you to be held in contempt of court and 
consequently fined or jailed.As norms vary across culture and time, it makes sense that 
notions of deviance change also. Fifty years ago, public schools in the United States had 
strict dress codes that, among other stipulations, often banned women from wearing 
pants to class. Today, it’s socially acceptable for women to wear pants, but less so for 
men to wear skirts. In a time of war, acts usually considered morally reprehensible, 
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such as taking the life of another, may actually be rewarded. Whether an act is deviant 
or not depends on society’s response to that act. 

Social Control 
When a person violates a social norm, what happens? A driver caught speeding can 
receive a speeding ticket. A student who wears a bathrobe to class gets a warning from 
a professor. An adult belching loudly is avoided. All societies practice social control, the 
regulation and enforcement of norms. The underlying goal of social control is to 
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maintain social order, an arrangement of practices and behaviors on which society’s 
members base their daily lives. Think of social order as an employee handbook and 
social control as a manager. When a worker violates a workplace guideline, the manager 
steps in to enforce the rules; when an employee is doing an exceptionally good job at 
following the rules, the manager may praise or promote the employee.The means of 
enforcing rules are known as sanctions. Sanctions can be positive as well as negative. 
Positive sanctions are rewards given for conforming to norms. A promotion at work is a 
positive sanction for working hard. Negative sanctions are punishments for violating 
norms. Being arrested is a punishment for shoplifting. Both types of sanctions play a 
role in social control.Sociologists also classify sanctions as formal or informal. Although 
shoplifting, a form of social deviance, may be illegal, there are no laws dictating the 
proper way to scratch your nose. That doesn’t mean picking your nose in public won’t 
be punished; instead, you will encounter informal sanctions. Informal sanctions emerge 
in face-to-face social interactions. For example, wearing flip-flops to an opera or 
swearing loudly in church may draw disapproving looks or even verbal reprimands, 
whereas behavior that is seen as positive—such as helping an old man carry grocery 
bags across the street—may receive positive informal reactions, such as a smile or pat 
on the back.Formal sanctions, on the other hand, are ways to officially recognize and 
enforce norm violations. If a student violates her college’s code of conduct, for example, 
she might be expelled. Someone who speaks inappropriately to the boss could be fired. 
Someone who commits a crime may be arrested or imprisoned. On the positive side, a 
soldier who saves a life may receive an official commendation.The table below shows 
the relationship between different types of sanctions. 

Type caption for image (optional) 

📷📷 Table 7.1 Informal/Formal Sanctions Formal and informal sanctions may be 
positive or negative. Informal sanctions arise in social interactions, whereas 
formal sanctions officially enforce norms. 

Conformity 
We all like to fit in to some degree. Likewise, when we want to stand out, we want to 
choose how we stand out and for what reasons. For example, a woman who loves 
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cutting-edge fashion and wants to dress in thought-provoking new styles likely wants to 
be noticed, but most likely she will want to be noticed within a framework of high 
fashion. She wouldn’t want people to think she was too poor to find proper clothes. 
Conformity is the extent to which an individual complies with group norms or 
expectations. As you might recall, we use reference groups to assess and understand 
how to act, to dress, and to behave. Not surprisingly, young people are particularly 
aware of who conforms and who does not. A high school boy whose mother makes him 
wear ironed button-down shirts might protest that he will look stupid––that everyone 
else wears T-shirts. Another high school boy might like wearing those shirts as a way of 
standing out. How much do you enjoy being noticed? Do you consciously prefer to 
conform to group norms so as not to be singled out? Are there people in your class who 
immediately come to mind when you think about those who don’t want to 
conform?Psychologist Solomon Asch (1907–1996) conducted experiments that 
illustrated how great the pressure to conform is, specifically within a small group 
(1956). After reading about his work in the Sociological Research feature, ask yourself 
what you would do in Asch’s experiment. Would you speak up? What would help you 
speak up and what would discourage it? 

CONFORMING TO EXPECTATIONS 
In 1951, psychologist Solomon Asch sat a small group of about eight people around a 
table. Only one of the people sitting there was the true subject; the rest were associates 
of the experimenter. However, the subject was led to believe that the others were all, 
like him, people brought in for an experiment in visual judgments. The group was 
shown two cards, the first card with a single vertical line, and the second card with 
three vertical lines differing in length. The experimenter polled the group and asked 
each participant one at a time which line on the second card matched up with the line 
on the first card.However, this was not really a test of visual judgment. Rather, it was 
Asch’s study on the pressures of conformity. He was curious to see what the effect of 
multiple wrong answers would be on the subject, who presumably was able to tell 
which lines matched. In order to test this, Asch had each planted respondent answer in 
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a specific way. The subject was seated in such a way that he had to hear almost 
everyone else’s answers before it was his turn. Sometimes the nonsubject members 
would unanimously choose an answer that was clearly wrong.So what was the 
conclusion? Asch found that thirty-seven out of fifty test subjects responded with an 
“obviously erroneous” answer at least once. When faced by a unanimous wrong answer 
from the rest of the group, the subject conformed to a mean of four of the staged 
answers. Asch revised the study and repeated it, wherein the subject still heard the 
staged wrong answers, but was allowed to write down his answer rather than speak it 
aloud. In this version, the number of examples of conformity––giving an incorrect 
answer so as not to contradict the group––fell by two thirds. He also found that group 
size had an impact on how much pressure the subject felt to conform.The results 
showed that speaking up when only one other person gave an erroneous answer was 
far more common than when five or six people defended the incorrect position. Finally, 
Asch discovered that people were far more likely to give the correct answer in the face 
of near-unanimous consent if they had a single ally. If even one person in the group also 
dissented, the subject conformed only a quarter as often. Clearly, it was easier to be a 
minority of two than a minority of one.Asch concluded that there are two main causes 
for conformity: people want to be liked by the group or they believe the group is better 
informed than they are. He found his study results disturbing. To him, they revealed 
that intelligent, well-educated people would, with very little coaxing, go along with an 
untruth. He believed this result highlighted real problems with the education system 
and values in our society (Asch 1956).Stanley Milgram, a Yale psychologist, had similar 
results in his experiment that is now known simply as the Milgram Experiment. In 1962, 
Milgram found that research subjects were overwhelmingly willing to perform acts that 
directly conflicted with their consciences when directed by a person of authority. In the 
experiment, subjects were willing to administer painful, even supposedly deadly, shocks 
to others who answered questions incorrectly.To learn more about similar research, 
visit http://www.prisonexp.org/ and read an account of Philip Zimbardo's prison 
experiment conducted at Stanford University in 1971.  

7.2 Theoretical Perspectives on Deviance 
Symbolic Interactionism 
Symbolic interactionism is a theoretical approach that can be used to explain how 
societies and/or social groups come to view behaviors as deviant or conventional. 
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Labeling theory, differential association, social disorganization theory, and control 
theory fall within the realm of symbolic interactionism. 

Labeling Theory 

Although all of us violate norms from time to time, few people would consider 
themselves deviant. Those who do, however, have often been labeled “deviant” by 
society and have gradually come to believe it themselves. Labeling theory examines the 
ascribing of a deviant behavior to another person by members of society. Thus, what is 
considered deviant is determined not so much by the behaviors themselves or the 
people who commit them, but by the reactions of others to these behaviors. As a result, 
what is considered deviant changes over time and can vary significantly across cultures. 

Sociologist Edwin Lemert expanded on the concepts of labeling theory and identified 
two types of deviance that affect identity formation. Primary deviance is a violation of 
norms that does not result in any long-term effects on the individual’s self-image or 
interactions with others. Speeding is a deviant act, but receiving a speeding ticket 
generally does not make others view you as a bad person, nor does it alter your own 
self-concept. Individuals who engage in primary deviance still maintain a feeling of 
belonging in society and are likely to continue to conform to norms in the future. 

Sometimes, in more extreme cases, primary deviance can morph into secondary 
deviance. Secondary deviance occurs when a person’s self-concept and behavior begin 
to change after his or her actions are labeled as deviant by members of society. The 
person may begin to take on and fulfill the role of a “deviant” as an act of rebellion 
against the society that has labeled that individual as such. For example, consider a high 
school student who often cuts class and gets into fights. The student is reprimanded 
frequently by teachers and school staff, and soon enough, he develops a reputation as a 
“troublemaker.” As a result, the student starts acting out even more and breaking more 
rules; he has adopted the “troublemaker” label and embraced this deviant identity. 
Secondary deviance can be so strong that it bestows a master status on an individual. A 
master status is a label that describes the chief characteristic of an individual. Some 
people see themselves primarily as doctors, artists, or grandfathers. Others see 
themselves as beggars, convicts, or addicts. 

Edwin Sutherland: Differential Association 

In the early 1900s, sociologist Edwin Sutherland sought to understand how deviant 
behavior developed among people. Since criminology was a young field, he drew on 
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other aspects of sociology including social interactions and group learning (Laub 2006). 
His conclusions established differential association theory, which suggested that 
individuals learn deviant behavior from those close to them who provide models of and 
opportunities for deviance. According to Sutherland, deviance is less a personal choice 
and more a result of differential socialization processes. A tween whose friends are 
sexually active is more likely to view sexual activity as acceptable. 

Sutherland’s theory may explain why crime is multigenerational. A longitudinal study 
beginning in the 1960s found that the best predictor of antisocial and criminal behavior 
in children was whether their parents had been convicted of a crime (Todd and Jury 
1996). Children who were younger than ten years old when their parents were 
convicted were more likely than other children to engage in spousal abuse and criminal 
behavior by their early thirties. Even when taking socioeconomic factors such as 
dangerous neighborhoods, poor school systems, and overcrowded housing into 
consideration, researchers found that parents were the main influence on the behavior 
of their offspring (Todd and Jury 1996). 

Travis Hirschi: Control Theory 

Continuing with an examination of large social factors, control theory states that social 
control is directly affected by the strength of social bonds and that deviance results 
from a feeling of disconnection from society. Individuals who believe they are a part of 
society are less likely to commit crimes against it. 

Travis Hirschi (1969) identified four types of social bonds that connect people to 
society: 

1. Attachment measures our connections to others. When we are closely attached to 
people, we worry about their opinions of us. People conform to society’s norms in order 
to gain approval (and prevent disapproval) from family, friends, and romantic partners. 

2. Commitment refers to the investments we make in the community. A well-respected 
local businesswoman who volunteers at her synagogue and is a member of the 
neighborhood block organization has more to lose from committing a crime than a 
woman who doesn’t have a career or ties to the community. 

3. Similarly, levels of involvement, or participation in socially legitimate activities, 
lessen a person’s likelihood of deviance. Children who are members of little league 
baseball teams have fewer family crises. 
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4. The final bond, belief, is an agreement on common values in society. If a person views
social values as beliefs, he or she will conform to them. An environmentalist is more
likely to pick up trash in a park, because a clean environment is a social value to him
(Hirschi 1969).
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UNITED STATES SOCIAL CUSTOMS 
Naming conventions 

• Family, friends and colleagues use first names. 
• Nicknames are also common. 
• In formal situations you would use your name & surname or that of the person you are introducing, for 

example, “Please meet Jane Doe.” Mr or Mrs may also be used in more conservative states. 
• Within work situations use professional titles when addressing others, i.e. “Nice to meet you Professor 

Lacey.” 
• Do not use professional titles when introducing yourself. 

 Meeting & Greeting 

• American greetings are generally quite informal and casual. 
• It is becoming more common in social situations not to shake hands upon meeting and simply smile or 

nod. 
• When people are introduced handshakes are common accompanied with a “How d’ya do?”, “How you 

doing?” or “How are you”? depending on where in the US you are. 
• Within business handshakes are generally expected when meeting and leaving. 
• Pleasantries are exchanged out of courtesy rather than being genuine. 
• Rather than say “bye” Americans may also use terms such as “call me some time,” “let’s do lunch” or “see 

you around” as politer ways of departing. 
• If introducing someone, use their full name and a bit of information about them, for example, “This is 

Larry Whyte; he works at the local school as a science teacher.” 

 Communication style 

• Americans can come across as self-interested, aggressive and rude to some outsiders. 
• This is down to the US communication style which is influenced by the need to be direct, clear, 

transparent and open about matters. 
• Plain and simple talk is very much valued in America. 
• Americans see coded, indirect communication which relies on body language as confusing and 

unnecessary. 
• The emphasis within communication is on the facts at hand and not the relationships – thus the term, “It’s 

just business.” 
• Americans are much more open in conversation about private affairs than many other cultures and do 

not shy away from asking direct questions. 

 Personal Space 

• Americans do not tend to like close contact with others. 
• 2-3 feet of personal space during conversations is the norm. 
• For most Americans there is little or no touching ever with others although within some communities 

this may be much more common within the community itself.  This will also be different between good 
friends and family. 

• In public, such as in parks or on the bus, people try to give one another space. 

 Gift Giving 
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• Americans do not really have any customs or taboos concerning gifts. 
• Gifts are usually given for special occasions or between friends and family. 
• Gifts within business are generally discouraged due to anti-bribery policies. 
• Cash should never be given as a gift. 
• If visiting a house, bring flowers, a potted plant, a fruit basket, chocolate, wine, a book or a small 

household ornament like a vase. 

 Dining & Food 

• Americans socialise and do business over breakfast, lunch and dinner. 
• If business is the goal, then socializing is kept to a minimum at the start and end. 
• Social meals are more about eating that chatting and taking hours over the food. 
• If you invite someone to a restaurant, you should pay. 
• The fork is held in the left hand facing down with the knife is held in the right hand. 
• Napkins if provided are placed on the lap. 
• A toast might take place at the start of a formal meal or for a special occasion/guest. 
• Feel free to refuse specific foods or drinks without offering an explanation. 
• Many foods are eaten by hand. 
• Food is often served family-style, which means that it is in large serving dishes and passed around the 

table for everyone to serve themselves. 
• Do not begin eating until the hostess starts or says to begin. 
• Remain standing until invited to sit down. 
• Do not rest your elbows on the table. 

 Visiting a home 

• Being invited to an American’s home can be fairly informal. 
• One should dress casually but also smart and arrive no later than 10-15 minutes late without notifying 

your host that you will be late. 
• If an invite says 6pm-8pm it is polite to leave as close to 8pm as possible. 
• It is a good idea to bring a gift or if there is going to be some food, then some drinks. 
• Send a note of thanks after the occasion to your host. 

 Taboos 
In public: 

• Do not spit. 
• Do not discuss race, religion, politics or sex. 
• Do not swear. 
• Do not discuss the wrong/rights of abortion. 
• Do not assume you can smoke anywhere, even outside. 

 
U.S. BUSINESS CULTURE, PRACTICES & ETIQUETTE TIPS 
What to wear 
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• Dress code depends on where in the USA you are doing business. The weather and local culture will 
determine what is appropriate or not. 

• In general, people in the East dress more formally, while people in the West are known for being a bit 
more casual. 

• It is best to always dress conservatively until it is clear what the accepted dress code is. 
• Men should wear shirts with suits and shoes. Ties are generally worn but not in all States. Colours should 

be traditional such as black, blue, grey, etc. 
• Women should wear modestly with not too much make-up or jewellery.  Low-cut blouses, short skirts 

and tight clothing are not appropriate. 
• ‘Casual Friday’ is common in many companies. High technology companies often wear casual clothes 

every day. 
 

• Titles 

• Most Americans move to a first name basis pretty quickly. 
• Always start by addressing people using Mr/Mrs/Miss + surname until you are invited to call them 

otherwise. 
• Some, such as Doctors, will use their professional titles. 

 Business cards 

• Americans have no etiquette when it comes to giving and receiving business cards. 
• They are swapped with no fanfare. 
• It is quite common for the recipient to put your card in their wallet, which may then go in the back pocket 

of their trousers. This is not an insult. 

 Meetings 

• Arrive on time for meetings since time and punctuality are so important to Americans. 
• In the Northeast and Midwest, people are extremely punctual and view it as a sign of disrespect for 

someone to be late for a meeting or appointment. 
• In the Southern and Western states, people may be a little more relaxed, but to be safe, always arrive on 

time, although you may have to wait a little before your meeting begins. 
• Meetings may appear relaxed, but they are taken quite seriously.  

If there is an agenda, it will be followed. 
• At the conclusion of the meeting, there will be a summary of what was decided, a list of who will 

implement which facets and a list of the next steps to be taken and by whom. 
• If you make a presentation, it should be direct and to the point. Visual aids should further enhance your 

case. 
• Use statistics to back up your claims, since Americans are impressed by hard data and evidence. 
• With the emphasis on controlling time, business is conducted rapidly. 
• Expect very little small talk before getting down to business. It is common to attempt to reach an oral 

agreement at the first meeting. 
• The emphasis is on getting a contract signed rather than building a relationship. The relationship may 

develop once the first contract has been signed. 

 Negotiating 

• Final decisions are usually made from the top down although group consensus is valued. 
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• Hard selling tactics are used from time to time. 
• The deal at hand is always more important than then personal relationship. 
• Americans sometimes start negotiations with excessive demands or a low price.  They are usually taking 

a starting position that gives them room to bargain. 
• Negotiations may seem rushed – always  remember that "time is money" to Americans. 

 Management 

• In the U.S.A, there is a sense that all people in the organization have an important role to play and all are 
valued for their input. 

• Employees expect to be consulted on decisions that affect them and the greater good of the organization. 
• American managers are viewed as facilitators--people who help employees do their best work--and not 

simply decision makers. 
• Missing a deadline is a sign of poor management and inefficiency. 
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4. Society and Social Interaction 

 
Figure 4.1 Sociologists study how societies interact with the environment and how they use technology. 

(Photo courtesty of Garry Knight/flickr) 

Introduction to Society and Social Interaction 
It was a school day, and Adriana, who was just entering eighth grade, woke up at 6:15 
a.m. Before she got out of bed, she sent three text messages. One was to Jenn, who last 
year had moved five states away to a different time zone. Even though they now lived 
far apart, the two friends texted on and off every day. Now Adriana wanted to tell Jenn 
that she liked the new boots in the photo that Jenn had posted on a social media site last 
night.  
Throughout the day, Adriana used her smart phone to send fifty more texts, but she 
made no phone calls. She even texted her mother in the next room when she had a 
question about her homework. She kept in close electronic contact with all of her 
friends on a daily basis. In fact, when she wasn't doing homework or attending class, she 
was chatting and laughing with her friends via texts, tweets, and social media websites. 
Her smart phone was her main source of social interaction. 
We can consider Adriana a typical teenager in the digital age—she constantly 
communicates with a large group of people who are not confined to one geographical 
area. This is definitely one of the benefits of new forms of communication: it is cheap 
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and easy, and you can keep in touch with everyone at the same time. However, with 
these new forms of communication come new forms of societal interaction. 
As we connect with each other more and more in an online environment, we make less 
time to interact in person. So the obvious question is this: are these forms of 
communication good developments in terms of social interaction? Or, if there are 
negative effects, what will they be? As we shall see, our reliance on electronic 
communication does have consequences. Beyond popularizing new forms of 
communication, it also alters the traditional ways in which we deal with conflict, the 
way we view ourselves in relationship to our surroundings, and the ways in which we 
understand social status. 
 

 

Where Societies Meet—The Worst and the Best 
When cultures meet, technology can help, hinder, and even destroy. The Exxon Valdez 
oil spillage in Alaska nearly destroyed the local inhabitant’s entire way of life. Oil spills 
in the Nigerian Delta have forced many of the Ogoni tribe from their land and forced 
removal has meant that over 100,000 Ogoni have sought refuge in the country of Benin 
(University of Michigan, n.d.). And the massive Deepwater Horizon oil spill of 2006 
drew great attention as it occurred in what is the most developed country, the United 
States. Environmental disasters continue as Western technology and its need for energy 
expands into less developed (peripheral) regions of the globe. 
 
Of course not all technology is bad. We take electric light for granted in the United 
States, Europe, and the rest of the developed world. Such light extends the day and 
allows us to work, read, and travel at night. It makes us safer and more productive. But 
regions in India, Africa, and elsewhere are not so fortunate. Meeting the challenge, one 
particular organization, Barefoot College, located in District Ajmer, Rajasthan, India, 
works with numerous less developed nations to bring solar electricity, water solutions, 
and education. The focus for the solar projects is the village elders. The elders agree to 
select two grandmothers to be trained as solar engineers and choose a village 
committee composed of men and women to help operate the solar program. 
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The program has brought light to over 450,000 people in 1,015 villages. The 
environmental rewards include a large reduction in the use of kerosene and in carbon 
dioxide emissions. The fact that the villagers are operating the projects themselves 
helps minimize their sense of dependence. 

 
Figure 4.3 Otherwise skeptic or hesitant villagers are more easily convinced of the value of the solar project 

when they realize that the “solar engineers” are their local grandmothers. (Photo courtesy of Abri le 
Roux/flickr) 
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4.3 Social Constructions of Reality 

 
Figure 4.10 Who are we? What role do we play in society? According to sociologists, we construct reality 

through our interactions with others. In a way, our day-to-day interactions are like those of actors on a stage. 
(Photo courtesy of Jan Lewandowski/flickr) 

 
 
Until now, we’ve primarily discussed the differences between societies. Rather than 
discuss their problems and configurations, we’ll now explore how society came to be 
and how sociologists view social interaction. 
In 1966 sociologists Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann wrote a book called The Social 
Construction of Reality. In it, they argued that society is created by humans and human 
interaction, which they call habitualization. Habitualization describes how “any action 
that is repeated frequently becomes cast into a pattern, which can then be … performed 
again in the future in the same manner and with the same economical effort” (Berger 
and Luckmann 1966). Not only do we construct our own society but we also accept it as 
it is because others have created it before us. Society is, in fact, “habit.” 
For example, your school exists as a school and not just as a building because you and 
others agree that it is a school. If your school is older than you are, it was created by the 
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agreement of others before you. In a sense, it exists by consensus, both prior and 
current. This is an example of the process of institutionalization, the act of implanting a 
convention or norm into society. Bear in mind that the institution, while socially 
constructed, is still quite real. 
Another way of looking at this concept is through W.I. Thomas’s notable Thomas 
theorem which states, “If men define situations as real, they are real in their 
consequences” (Thomas and Thomas 1928). That is, people’s behavior can be 
determined by their subjective construction of reality rather than by objective reality. 
For example, a teenager who is repeatedly given a label—overachiever, player, bum—
might live up to the term even though it initially wasn’t a part of his character. 
Like Berger and Luckmann in their description of habitualization, Thomas states that 
our moral codes and social norms are created by “successive definitions of the 
situation.” This concept is defined by sociologist Robert K. Merton as a self-fulfilling 
prophecy. Merton explains that with a self-fulfilling prophecy, even a false idea can 
become true if it is acted upon. One example he gives is of a “bank run.” Say for some 
reason, a number of people falsely fear that their bank is soon to be bankrupt. Because 
of this false notion, people run to their bank and demand all of their cash at once. As 
banks rarely, if ever, have that much money on hand, the bank does indeed run out of 
money, fulfilling the customers’ prophecy. Here, reality is constructed by an idea. 
Symbolic interactionists offer another lens through which to analyze the social 
construction of reality. With a theoretical perspective focused on the symbols (like 
language, gestures, and artifacts) that people use to interact, this approach is interested 
in how people interpret those symbols in daily interactions. For example, we might feel 
fright at seeing a person holding a gun, unless, of course, it turns out to be a police 
officer. Interactionists also recognize that language and body language reflect our 
values. One has only to learn a foreign tongue to know that not every English word can 
be easily translated into another language. The same is true for gestures. While 
Americans might recognize a “thumbs up” as meaning “great,” in Germany it would 
mean “one” and in Japan it would mean “five.” Thus, our construction of reality is 
influenced by our symbolic interactions. 
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Figure 4.11 The story line of a self-fulfilling prophecy appears in many literary works, perhaps most famously 

in the story of Oedipus. Oedipus is told by an oracle that he will murder his father and marry his mother. In 
going out of his way to avoid his fate, Oedipus inadvertently fulfills it. Oedipus’s story illustrates one way in 
which members of society contribute to the social construction of reality. (Photo courtesy of Jean-Antoine-

Theodore Giroust/ Wikimedia Commons) 

 

Roles and Status 
As you can imagine, people employ many types of behaviors in day-to-day life. Roles are 
patterns of behavior that we recognize in each other that are representative of a 
person’s social status. Currently, while reading this text, you are playing the role of a 
student. However, you also play other roles in your life, such as “daughter,” “neighbor,” 
or “employee.” These various roles are each associated with a different status. 
Sociologists use the term status to describe the responsibilities and benefits that a 
person experiences according to their rank and role in society. Some statuses are 
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ascribed—those you do not select, such as son, elderly person, or female. Others, called 
achieved statuses, are obtained by choice, such as a high school dropout, self-made 
millionaire, or nurse. As a daughter or son, you occupy a different status than as a 
neighbor or employee. One person can be associated with a multitude of roles and 
statuses. Even a single status such as “student” has a complex role-set, or array of roles, 
attached to it (Merton 1957). 
 
If too much is required of a single role, individuals can experience role strain. Consider 
the duties of a parent: cooking, cleaning, driving, problem-solving, acting as a source of 
moral guidance—the list goes on. Similarly, a person can experience role conflict when 
one or more roles are contradictory. A parent who also has a full-time career can 
experience role conflict on a daily basis. When there is a deadline at the office but a sick 
child needs to be picked up from school, which comes first? When you are working 
toward a promotion but your children want you to come to their school play, which do 
you choose? Being a college student can conflict with being an employee, being an 
athlete, or even being a friend. Our roles in life have a great effect on our decisions and 
who we become. 

Presentation of Self 
Of course, it is impossible to look inside a person’s head and study what role they are 
playing. All we can observe is behavior, or role performance. Role performance is how a 
person expresses his or her role. Sociologist Erving Goffman presented the idea that a 
person is like an actor on a stage. Calling his theory dramaturgy, Goffman believed that 
we use “impression management” to present ourselves to others as we hope to be 
perceived. Each situation is a new scene, and individuals perform different roles 
depending on who is present (Goffman 1959). Think about the way you behave around 
your coworkers versus the way you behave around your grandparents versus the way 
you behave with a blind date. Even if you’re not consciously trying to alter your 
personality, your grandparents, coworkers, and date probably see different sides of you. 
 
As in a play, the setting matters as well. If you have a group of friends over to your 
house for dinner, you are playing the role of a host. It is agreed upon that you will 
provide food and seating and probably be stuck with a lot of the cleanup at the end of 
the night. Similarly, your friends are playing the roles of guests, and they are expected 
to respect your property and any rules you may set forth (“Don’t leave the door open or 
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the cat will get out.”). In any scene, there needs to be a shared reality between players. 
In this case, if you view yourself as a guest and others view you as a host, there are 
likely to be problems. 
Impression management is a critical component of symbolic interactionism. For 
example, a judge in a courtroom has many “props” to create an impression of fairness, 
gravity, and control—like her robe and gavel. Those entering the courtroom are 
expected to adhere to the scene being set. Just imagine the “impression” that can be 
made by how a person dresses. This is the reason that attorneys frequently select the 
hairstyle and apparel for witnesses and defendants in courtroom proceedings. 

Figure 4.12 Janus, another possible "prop", depicted with two heads, exemplifies war and peace. (Photo 
courtesy of Fubar Obfusco/Wikimedia Commons) 

Goffman’s dramaturgy ideas expand on the ideas of Charles Cooley and the looking-glass 
self. According to Cooley, we base our image on what we think other people see (Cooley 
1902). We imagine how we must appear to others, then react to this speculation. We 
don certain clothes, prepare our hair in a particular manner, wear makeup, use cologne, 
and the like—all with the notion that our presentation of ourselves is going to affect 
how others perceive us. We expect a certain reaction, and, if lucky, we get the one we 
desire and feel good about it. But more than that, Cooley believed that our sense of self 
is based upon this idea: we imagine how we look to others, draw conclusions based 
upon their reactions to us, and then we develop our personal sense of self. In other 
words, people’s reactions to us are like a mirror in which we are reflected. 
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6.1 Types of Groups 
Most of us feel comfortable using the word “group” without giving it much thought. In 
everyday use, it can be a generic term, although it carries important clinical and 
scientific meanings. Moreover, the concept of a group is central to much of how we 
think about society and human interaction. Often, we might mean different things by 
using that word. We might say that a group of kids all saw the dog, and it could mean 
250 students in a lecture hall or four siblings playing on a front lawn. In everyday 
conversation, there isn’t a clear distinguishing use. So how can we hone the meaning 
more precisely for sociological purposes? 

Defining a Group 
The term group is an amorphous one and can refer to a wide variety of gatherings, from 
just two people (think about a “group project” in school when you partner with another 
student), a club, a regular gathering of friends, or people who work together or share a 
hobby. In short, the term refers to any collection of at least two people who interact 
with some frequency and who share a sense that their identity is somehow aligned with 
the group. Of course, every time people are gathered it is not necessarily a group. A rally 
is usually a one-time event, for instance, and belonging to a political party doesn’t imply 
interaction with others. People who exist in the same place at the same time but who do 
not interact or share a sense of identity—such as a bunch of people standing in line at 
Starbucks—are considered an aggregate, or a crowd. Another example of a nongroup is 
people who share similar characteristics but are not tied to one another in any way. 
These people are considered a category, and as an example all children born from 
approximately 1980–2000 are referred to as “Millennials.” Why are Millennials a 
category and not a group? Because while some of them may share a sense of identity, 
they do not, as a whole, interact frequently with each other.Interestingly, people within 
an aggregate or category can become a group. During disasters, people in a 
neighborhood (an aggregate) who did not know each other might become friendly and 
depend on each other at the local shelter. After the disaster ends and the people go back 
to simply living near each other, the feeling of cohesiveness may last since they have all 
shared an experience. They might remain a group, practicing emergency readiness, 
coordinating supplies for next time, or taking turns caring for neighbors who need extra 
help. Similarly, there may be many groups within a single category. Consider teachers, 
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for example. Within this category, groups may exist like teachers’ unions, teachers who 
coach, or staff members who are involved with the PTA. 

Types of Groups 
Sociologist Charles Horton Cooley (1864–1929) suggested that groups can broadly be 
divided into two categories: primary groups and secondary groups (Cooley 1909). 
According to Cooley, primary groups play the most critical role in our lives. The primary 
group is usually fairly small and is made up of individuals who generally engage face-to-
face in long-term emotional ways. This group serves emotional needs: expressive 
functions rather than pragmatic ones. The primary group is usually made up of 
significant others, those individuals who have the most impact on our socialization. The 
best example of a primary group is the family.Secondary groups are often larger and 
impersonal. They may also be task-focused and time-limited. These groups serve an 
instrumental function rather than an expressive one, meaning that their role is more 
goal- or task-oriented than emotional. A classroom or office can be an example of a 
secondary group. Neither primary nor secondary groups are bound by strict definitions 
or set limits. In fact, people can move from one group to another. A graduate seminar, 
for example, can start as a secondary group focused on the class at hand, but as the 
students work together throughout their program, they may find common interests and 
strong ties that transform them into a primary group. 

 
 

BEST FRIENDS SHE’S NEVER MET 
Writer Allison Levy worked alone. While she liked the freedom and flexibility of 
working from home, she sometimes missed having a community of coworkers, both for 
the practical purpose of brainstorming and the more social “water cooler” aspect. Levy 
did what many do in the Internet age: she found a group of other writers online through 
a web forum. Over time, a group of approximately twenty writers, who all wrote for a 
similar audience, broke off from the larger forum and started a private invitation-only 
forum. While writers in general represent all genders, ages, and interests, it ended up 
being a collection of twenty- and thirty-something women who comprised the new 
forum; they all wrote fiction for children and young adults.At first, the writers’ forum 
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was clearly a secondary group united by the members’ professions and work situations. 
As Levy explained, “On the Internet, you can be present or absent as often as you want. 
No one is expecting you to show up.” It was a useful place to research information about 
different publishers and about who had recently sold what and to track industry trends. 
But as time passed, Levy found it served a different purpose. Since the group shared 
other characteristics beyond their writing (such as age and gender), the online 
conversation naturally turned to matters such as child-rearing, aging parents, health, 
and exercise. Levy found it was a sympathetic place to talk about any number of 
subjects, not just writing. Further, when people didn’t post for several days, others 
expressed concern, asking whether anyone had heard from the missing writers. It 
reached a point where most members would tell the group if they were traveling or 
needed to be offline for awhile.The group continued to share. One member on the site 
who was going through a difficult family illness wrote, “I don’t know where I’d be 
without you women. It is so great to have a place to vent that I know isn’t hurting 
anyone.” Others shared similar sentiments.So is this a primary group? Most of these 
people have never met each other. They live in Hawaii, Australia, Minnesota, and across 
the world. They may never meet. Levy wrote recently to the group, saying, “Most of my 
‘real-life’ friends and even my husband don’t really get the writing thing. I don’t know 
what I’d do without you.” Despite the distance and the lack of physical contact, the 
group clearly fills an expressive need. 
 
One of the ways that groups can be powerful is through inclusion, and its inverse, 
exclusion. The feeling that we belong in an elite or select group is a heady one, while the 
feeling of not being allowed in, or of being in competition with a group, can be 
motivating in a different way. Sociologist William Sumner (1840–1910) developed the 
concepts of in-group and out-group to explain this phenomenon (Sumner 1906). In 
short, an in-group is the group that an individual feels she belongs to, and she believes it 
to be an integral part of who she is. An out-group, conversely, is a group someone 
doesn’t belong to; often we may feel disdain or competition in relationship to an out-
group. Sports teams, unions, and sororities are examples of in-groups and out-groups; 
people may belong to, or be an outsider to, any of these. Primary groups consist of both 
in-groups and out-groups, as do secondary groups.  While group affiliations can be 
neutral or even positive, such as the case of a team sport competition, the concept of in-
groups and out-groups can also explain some negative human behavior, such as white 
supremacist movements like the Ku Klux Klan, or the bullying of gay or lesbian 
students. By defining others as “not like us” and inferior, in-groups can end up 
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practicing ethnocentrism, racism, sexism, ageism, and heterosexism—manners of 
judging others negatively based on their culture, race, sex, age, or sexuality. Often, in-
groups can form within a secondary group. For instance, a workplace can have cliques 
of people, from senior executives who play golf together, to engineers who write code 
together, to young singles who socialize after hours. While these in-groups might show 
favoritism and affinity for other in-group members, the overall organization may be 
unable or unwilling to acknowledge it. Therefore, it pays to be wary of the politics of in-
groups, since members may exclude others as a form of gaining status within the group. 

Reference Groups 
A reference group is a group that people compare themselves to—it provides a standard 
of measurement. In U.S. society, peer groups are common reference groups. Kids and 
adults pay attention to what their peers wear, what music they like, what they do with 
their free time—and they compare themselves to what they see. Most people have more 
than one reference group, so a middle school boy might look not just at his classmates 
but also at his older brother’s friends and see a different set of norms. And he might 
observe the antics of his favorite athletes for yet another set of behaviors.Some other 
examples of reference groups can be one’s cultural center, workplace, family gathering, 
and even parents. Often, reference groups convey competing messages. For instance, on 
television and in movies, young adults often have wonderful apartments and cars and 
lively social lives despite not holding a job. In music videos, young women might dance 
and sing in a sexually aggressive way that suggests experience beyond their years. At all 
ages, we use reference groups to help guide our behavior and show us social norms. So 
how important is it to surround yourself with positive reference groups? You may not 
recognize a reference group, but it still influences the way you act. Identifying your 
reference groups can help you understand the source of the social identities you aspire 
to or want to distance yourself from. 
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COLLEGE: A WORLD OF IN-GROUPS, OUT-GROUPS, 
AND REFERENCE GROUPS 
For a student entering college, the sociological study of groups takes on an immediate 
and practical meaning. After all, when we arrive someplace new, most of us glance 
around to see how well we fit in or stand out in the ways we want. This is a natural 
response to a reference group, and on a large campus, there can be many competing 
groups. Say you are a strong athlete who wants to play intramural sports, and your 
favorite musicians are a local punk band. You may find yourself engaged with two very 
different reference groups.  These reference groups can also become your in-groups or 
out-groups. For instance, different groups on campus might solicit you to join. Are there 
fraternities and sororities at your school? If so, chances are they will try to convince 
students—that is, students they deem worthy—to join them. And if you love playing 
soccer and want to play on a campus team, but you’re wearing shredded jeans, combat 
boots, and a local band T-shirt, you might have a hard time convincing the soccer team 
to give you a chance. While most campus groups refrain from insulting competing 
groups, there is a definite sense of an in-group versus an out-group. “Them?” a member 
might say. “They’re all right, but their parties are nowhere near as cool as ours.” Or, 
“Only serious engineering geeks join that group.” This immediate categorization into in-
groups and out-groups means that students must choose carefully, since whatever 
group they associate with won’t just define their friends—it may also define their 
enemies.  
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How East and West think in profoundly different ways 
 
Psychologists are uncovering the surprising influence of geography on our reasoning, behaviour, and sense 
of self. 
 
By David Robson 

19 January 2017 

As Horace Capron first travelled through Hokkaido in 1871, he searched for a sign of human life among the 
vast prairies, wooded glades and threatening black mountains. “The stillness of death reigned over this 
magnificent scene,” he later wrote. “Not a leaf was stirred, not the chirping of a bird or a living thing.” It was, 
he thought, a timeless place, straight out of pre-history. 

“How amazing it is that this rich and beautiful country, the property of one of the oldest and most densely 
populated nations of the world… should have remained so long unoccupied and almost as unknown as the 
African deserts,” he added. 

This was Japan’s frontier – its own version of the American ‘Wild West’. The northernmost of Japan’s islands, 
Hokkaido was remote, with a stormy sea separating it from Honshu. Travellers daring to make the crossing 
would have then had to endure the notoriously brutal winters, rugged volcanic landscape and savage wildlife. 
And so the Japanese government had largely left it to the indigenous Ainu people, who survived through 
hunting and fishing. 

All that would change in the mid-19th Century. Fearing Russian invasion, the Japanese government decided to 
reclaim the country’s northland, recruiting former Samurai to settle Hokkaido. Soon others followed suit, with 
farms, ports, roads, and railways sprouting up across the island. American agriculturists like Capron had been 
roped in to advise the new settlers on the best ways to farm the land, and within 70 years the population 
blossomed from a few thousand to more than two million. By the new millennium, it numbered nearly six 
million. 

Few people living in Hokkaido today have ever needed to conquer the wilderness themselves. And yet 
psychologists are finding that the frontier spirit still touches the way they think, feel and reason, compared with 
people living in Honshu just 54km (33 miles) away. They are more individualistic, prouder of success, more 
ambitious for personal growth, and less connected to the people around them. In fact, when comparing 
countries, this ‘cognitive profile’ is closer to America than the rest of Japan. 

Hokkaido’s story is just one of a growing number of case studies exploring how our social environment 
moulds our minds. From the broad differences between East and West, to subtle variation between US states, it 
is becoming increasingly clear that history, geography and culture can change how we all think in subtle and 
surprising ways – right down to our visual perception. Our thinking may have even been shaped by the kinds 
of crops our ancestors used to farm, and a single river may mark the boundaries between two different 
cognitive styles.  

Wherever we live, a greater awareness of these forces can help us all understand our own minds a little better. 
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42T‘Weird’ minds 42T

Until recently, scientists had largely ignored the global diversity of thinking. In 2010, an 31TUinfluential article in 
the journal Behavioral and Brain SciencesU31T reported that the vast majority of psychological subjects had 
been “western, educated, industrialised, rich and democratic”, or ‘Weird’ for short. Nearly 70% were 
American, and most were undergraduate students hoping to gain pocket money or course credits by giving up 
their time to take part in these experiments. 

The tacit assumption had been that this select group of people could represent universal truths about human 
nature – that all people are basically the same. If that were true, the Western bias would have been 
unimportant. Yet the small number of available studies which 15Thad15T examined people from other cultures would 
suggest that this is far from the case. “Westerners – and specifically Americans – were coming out at the far 
end of the distributions,” says Joseph Henrich at the University of British Columbia, who was one of the 
study’s authors.  

Some of the most notable differences revolved around the concepts of “individualism” and “collectivism”; 
whether you consider yourself to be independent and self-contained, or entwined and interconnected with the 
other people around you, valuing the group over the individual. Generally speaking - there are many exceptions - 
people in the West tend to be more individualist, and people from Asian countries like India, Japan or China tend 
to be more collectivist.  

In many cases, the consequences are broadly as you would expect. When questioned about their attitudes and 
behaviours, people in more individualistic, Western societies tend to value personal success over group 
achievement, which in turn is also associated with the need for greater self-esteem and the pursuit of personal 
happiness. But this thirst for self-validation also 31Tmanifests in overconfidence31T, with many experiments 
showing that Weird participants are likely to overestimate their abilities. When asked about their competence, 
for instance, 94% of American professors claimed they were “better than average”. 

This tendency for self-inflation appears to be almost completely absent in a range of studies across East Asia; 
in fact, in some cases the participants were more likely to underestimate their abilities than to inflate their sense 
of self-worth. People living in individualistic societies may also put more emphasis on personal choice and 
freedom. 

Crucially, our “31Tsocial orientation31T” appears to spill over into more 31Tfundamental aspects of reasoning31T. 
People in more collectivist societies tend to be more ‘holistic’ in the way they think about problems, focusing 
more on the relationships and the context of the situation at hand, while people in individualistic societies tend 
to focus on separate elements, and to consider situations as fixed and unchanging. 

As a simple example, imagine that you see a picture of someone tall intimidating someone smaller. Without 
any additional information, Westerners are more likely to think this behaviour reflects something essential and 
fixed about the big man: he is probably a nasty person. “Whereas if you are thinking holistically, you would 
think other things might be going on between those people: maybe the big guy is the boss or the father,” 
explains Henrich.  

And this thinking style also extends to the way we categorise inanimate objects. Suppose you are asked to 
name the two related items in a list of words such as “train, bus, track”. What would you say? This is known as 
the “triad test”, and people in the West might pick “bus” and “train” because they are both types of vehicles. A 
holistic thinker, in contrast, would say “train” and “track”, since they are focusing on the functional 
relationship between the two – one item is essential for the other’s job. 
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It can even change the way that you see. 31TAn eye-tracking study31T by Richard Nisbett at the University of 
Michigan found that participants from East Asia tend to spend more time looking around the background of an 
image – working out the context – whereas people in America tended to spend more time concentrating on the 
main focus of the picture. Intriguingly, this distinction could also be seen in 31Tchildren’s drawings31T from Japan 
and Canada, suggesting that the different ways of seeing emerge at a very young age. And by guiding our 
attention, this narrow or diverse focus directly determines what we remember of a scene at a later date. 

“If we are what we see, and we are attending to different stuff, then we are living in different worlds,” says 
Henrich. 

Although some people have claimed that 31Tour social orientation may have a genetic element31T, the evidence to 
date suggests that it is learned from others. Alex Mesoudi at the University of Exeter 31Trecently profiled the 
thinking styles of British Bangladeshi families in East London31T. He found that within one generation, the 
children of immigrants had started to adopt some elements of the more individualistic outlook, and less holistic 
cognitive styles. Media use, in particular, tended to be the biggest predictor of the shift. “It tended to be more 
important than schooling in explaining that shift.” 

But why did the different thinking styles emerge in the first place? The obvious explanation would be that they 
simply reflect the prevailing philosophies that have come to prominence in each region over time. 31TNisbett 
points out31T that Western philosophers emphasised freedom and independence, whereas Eastern traditions like 
Taoism tended to focus on concepts of unity. Confucius, for instance, emphasised the “obligations that 
obtained between emperor and subject, parent and child, husband and wife, older brother and younger brother, 
and between friend and friend”. These diverse ways of viewing the world are embedded in the culture’s 
literature, education, and political institutions, so it is perhaps of little surprise that those ideas have been 
internalised, influencing some very basic psychological processes. 

Even so, the subtle variation between individual countries suggests that many other surprising factors are also 
at work. 

42TOn the front line 

Consider the USA, the most individualistic of all Western countries. Historians such as Frederick Jackson 
Turner have long argued that the expansion and exploration into the west has nurtured a more independent 
spirit, as each pioneer battled the wilderness and each other for their own survival. In line with this theory, 
recent psychological studies have shown that the states at the edge of the frontier (such as Montana) tend 
to 31Tscore higher on measures of individualism31T. To confirm the “voluntary settlement theory”, however, 
psychologists would want to examine a second, independent, case study as a counterpoint.  

It is for this reason that Hokkaido proves to be so fascinating. Like most East Asian countries, Japan as a whole 
tends to have a more collectivist and holistic mind-set. Yet the rapid migration to its northern territory 
resembles the rush to settle America’s ‘Wild West’; the Emperor Meiji’s government even employed 
agriculturists from the US, like Horace Capron, to help cultivate the land. If the voluntary settlement theory is 
correct, those pioneers should have cultivated a more independent outlook in Hokkaido compared to the rest of 
the country. 

Sure enough, 31TShinobu Kitayama at the University of Michigan has found31T that people in Hokkaido tend to 
place a higher value on independence and personal achievement – and emotions such as pride – than Japanese 
people from other islands, and they were less concerned about the views of others. The participants were also 
asked to take a social reasoning test, which asked them to discuss a baseball player using performance-
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enhancing drugs. Whereas Japanese people from other islands were more likely to explore the context – such 
as the pressure to succeed – the Hokkaido Japanese were more likely to blame the player’s personality or a 
flaw in his moral character. Again, this tendency to blame personal attributes is characteristic of an 
individualistic society, and much closer to the average Americans’ responses. 

42TGerm theory 

Another (counterintuitive) idea is that the contrasting mind-sets are an evolved response to germs. In 2008, 
Corey Fincher (now at the University of Warwick) and colleagues analysed global epidemiological data to 
show a region’s score of individualism and collectivism appear to correlate with disease prevalence: the more 
likely you are to get infection, the more collectivist you are, and the less individualistic. The rough idea is 
that collectivism, characterised by greater conformity and deference to others, may make people more 
conscientious about avoiding the behaviours that could spread disease. It has been difficult to prove that the 
apparent correlations in the real world are not caused by some other factor, such as the relative wealth of the 
country, but lab experiments offer some support for the idea – when psychologists prime people to feel afraid 
of disease, they do seem to adopt more collectivist ways of thinking, such as greater conformity to group 
behaviours. 

But perhaps the most surprising theory comes from the farmyard. Thomas Talhelm at the University of 
Chicago recently examined 28 different provinces of China, finding that the thinking orientation appeared to 
reflect the local agriculture of the region. 

Talhelm said he was first inspired by his own experiences in the country. While visiting Beijing in the north, he 
found that strangers would be much more forthcoming – “If I was eating alone people would come up and talk 
to me” – whereas those in the southern city of Guangzhou tended to be more reticent and fearful of offending. 

This deference to others seemed like a subtle sign of a more collectivist mindset, and so Talhelm began to 
wonder what might lie behind the two outlooks. The divide did not seem to correlate with measures of wealth 
or modernisation, but he noticed that one difference could be the kind of staple crop grown in the region: rice 
in most southern areas, and wheat in the north. “It splits almost neatly along the Yangtze River,” says Talhelm. 

Growing rice requires far greater cooperation: it is labour-intensive and requires complex irrigation systems 
spanning many different farms. Wheat farming, by contrast, takes about half the amount of work and depends 
on rainfall rather than irrigation, meaning that farmers don’t need to collaborate with their neighbours and can 
focus on tending their own crops.  

Could these differences translate to a more collectivist or individualistic mindset? Working with scientists in 
China, Talhelm tested more than 1,000 students in various rice- and wheat-growing regions, using measures 
such as the triad test of holistic thinking. They also asked people to draw a diagram demonstrating their 
relationships to their friends and associates: people in individualistic societies tend to draw themselves as 
bigger than their friends, whereas collectivists tend to make everyone the same size. “Americans tend to draw 
themselves very large,” Talhelm says. 

Sure enough, people in the wheat-growing regions tended to score higher on the measures of individualism, 
while the people in the rice-growing regions tended to show a more collectivist and holistic thinking. This was 
true even at the borders between different regions. “Here are people in nearby counties, but one farms rice one 
farms wheat – and we still found cultural differences.” 
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He has since tested his hypothesis in India, which also shows a clear divide in wheat and rice growing regions, 
with similar results. Almost all the people he questioned are not directly involved in farming, of course – but 
the historical traditions of their regions are still shaping their thinking. “There’s some inertia in the culture.” 

42TCognitive kaleidoscope 

It’s important to emphasise that these are just broad trends across vast numbers of people; there will have been 
a spectrum within each population studied. “The idea that it’s black and white – from an anthropological 
perspective that doesn’t work,” says Delwar Hussain, an anthropologist at the University of Edinburgh, who 
worked with Mesoudi on the study of London's British Bangladeshi community. As Hussain points out, there 
are many historic connections between Eastern and Western countries that will mean that some people straddle 
both ways of thinking, and factors like age and class will also have an effect. 

It is now seven years since Henrich published his paper outlining the ‘Weird’ bias, and the response has been 
positive. He is particularly pleased that researchers like Talhelm are beginning to set up big projects to try to 
understand the kaleidoscope of different ways of thinking. “You want a theory that explains why different 
populations have different psychologies.” 

But despite the good intentions, further progress has been slow. Thanks to the time and money it takes to probe 
minds across the globe, most research still examines Weird participants at the expense of greater diversity. 
“We agree on the illness. The question is what the solution should be.” 

-- 

15TDavid Robson is BBC Future’s feature writer. He is 15T@d_a_robson15T on Twitter15T. 
 
http://www.bbc.com/future/story/20170118-how-east-and-west-think-in-profoundly-different-ways 
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Student:

Transcript: Influence of Social & Cultural Systems on Sense of Self
https://study.com/academy/lesson/influence-of-social-cultural-systems-on-sense-of-self.html

This lesson examines how social and cultural systems influence how we see ourselves and construct our personal
identities. While the list of contributing factors is nearly infinite, we will discuss several of the most powerful factors.

Who Am I?
From time to time, we've all asked ourselves that question. No two people have ever or will ever see
themselves or construct their sense of identity the same way because no two people have identical life
experiences. However, the cultural systems surrounding a person will influence how they see
themselves, how they interpret their experiences into their identity, and how they interact with others
around them. Let's look at a few of the factors that contribute to self and identity and how culture shapes
our understanding of these factors.

Individualism Vs. Collectivism
One of the most noticeable differences between the way Western cultures and Eastern cultures
influence self-construction involves how strongly a person attaches their identity to the people around
them. Western cultures tend to encourage individualism, the idea that the self exists independent of
others, is comprised of personal attributes, and the person is an independent agent of their actions. In
Eastern cultures, collectivism replaces individualism as the dominant perspective on self. Collectivism
views the self in relation to others, stressing the interdependence of the self as part of a larger network
of people who all help shape each other. This does not mean that Westerners exist as an island to
themselves or that Easterners are part of a hive mind identity. Rather, elements of both individualism
and collectivism exist in each person, but the expression of them finds a different balance in each
culture.

Degree of individualism vs. collectivism by country where 0 is completely individualist and 100 is completely collective
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Family, Age, and Gender
As we begin to construct our identities in early childhood, family plays a crucial role in our development.
We are a child to our parents and a brother or sister to our siblings. This position within the family
network influences how we define ourselves to the people around us.

Our age also contributes to these relationships and our identity. Young children are more dependent on
their elders while older children show more independence and may serve as caretakers to younger
siblings. As we age, our identities and position in the family network change. Children become adult
children of their parents; they may have their own children and spouse and gain nieces and nephews.

While biologically these relationships to others remain fixed, culture plays an important role in
determining the kind of relationships we establish with our families. Will aunts and uncles be an
important part of a child's life? Will the child be raised in a home with one, two, or even several parental
figures? Will he or she live in a nuclear family, with two parents and their offspring, or in an extended
family where parents, grandparents, aunts, uncles, siblings, and cousins live under the same roof?
Finally, will both the mother's relatives and the father's relatives hold equal importance in a person's
family?

Nuclear family: Notice the position and age relationships with gender identification.

Gender also influences these relationships. Remember, sex is a biological term for a person's genetic
condition of being male or female. Gender, conversely, is a social construction that differs across
cultures. While there are only two sexes, cultures can construct any number of gender categories.
Gender is basically how a person expresses their biological sex according to cultural definitions.

In America, we still have terms like tomboy, girly-girl, and manly-man to categorize the way people
express masculinity or femininity. Even the current debates on transgender rights address how a culture
defines gender. The roles a society affixes to gender also affect families and identity by assigning
appropriate and inappropriate duties such as maternal caregivers, women cooking and cleaning, fathers
earning an income, and even the kinds of toys and clothing appropriate for children.

Ethnicity, Nationality, and Class
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A person's ethnicity also influences how they define their sense of self. Ethnicity is a social construct
determined by a person's ancestral origins, culture, and physical attributes inherited from their
ancestors. Nationality combines with ethnicity to further define a person's identity within their larger
community. For example, a person with Middle Eastern ethnicity will see themselves differently and
possess very different life experiences depending on whether they were born and raised in the Middle
East, in the United States, or immigrated from one to the other during their life.

Malaysian Ethnic Diversity

Additionally, socioeconomic class will significantly influence identity. Class determines where a person
lives, what advantages or disadvantages they experienced during their upbringing, education, and even
choice of mates. Psychologically, class can influence a person's self-confidence and whether they feel
superior or inferior to those in other classes.

Lesson Summary
As we can see, who we are and the construction of our self-identities is a very complex process. As the
endless number of contributing factors from our lives change, so will how we define ourselves. Our
culture influences how we interpret those factors and whether we are more inclined to individualism or
collectivism. Factors like our position in a family network, our changing relationships and status as we
age, and how we express gender influences the social relationships that make up societies. Our
ethnicity contributes to how we interact with others, yet those interactions will be very different
depending on where we live and our nationality. Finally, our socioeconomic class also affects and is
affected by these other factors which are all interpreted through the lens of our cultural identity. This list
of contributing factors is only a small part of the total influences on how we define ourselves. What other
factors can you think of?
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5. Socialization 

 
Figure 5.1 Socialization is the way we learn the norms and beliefs of our society. From our earliest family and 

play experiences, we are made aware of societal values and expectations. (Photo courtesy of 
woodleywonderworks/flickr) 

Learning Objectives 
5.1. Theories of Self-Development 
• Understand the difference between psychological and sociological theories of self-

development 
• Explain the process of moral development 
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5.2. Why Socialization Matters 
• Understand the importance of socialization both for individuals and society 
• Explain the nature versus nurture debate 

5.3. Agents of Socialization 
• Learn the roles of families and peer groups in socialization 
• Understand how we are socialized through formal institutions like schools, 

workplaces, and the 
• government 

5.4. Socialization Across the Life Course 
• Explain how socialization occurs and recurs throughout life 
• Understand how people are socialized into new roles at age-related transition 

points 
• Describe when and how resocialization occurs 

Introduction to Socialization 
In the summer of 2005, police detective Mark Holste followed an investigator from the 
Department of Children and Families to a home in Plant City, Florida. They were there 
to look into a statement from the neighbor concerning a shabby house on Old Sydney 
Road. A small girl was reported peering from one of its broken windows. This seemed 
odd because no one in the neighborhood had seen a young child in or around the home, 
which had been inhabited for the past three years by a woman, her boyfriend, and two 
adult sons.  

Who was the mystery girl in the window? 
Entering the house, Detective Holste and his team were shocked. It was the worst mess 
they’d ever seen, infested with cockroaches, smeared with feces and urine from both 
people and pets, and filled with dilapidated furniture and ragged window coverings. 

Detective Holste headed down a hallway and entered a small room. That’s where he 
found the little girl, with big, vacant eyes, staring into the darkness. A newspaper report 
later described the detective’s first encounter with the child: “She lay on a torn, moldy 
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mattress on the floor. She was curled on her side . . . her ribs and collarbone jutted out . . 
. her black hair was matted, crawling with lice. Insect bites, rashes and sores pocked her 
skin . . . She was naked—except for a swollen diaper. … Her name, her mother said, was 
Danielle. She was almost seven years old” (DeGregory 2008). 

Detective Holste immediately carried Danielle out of the home. She was taken to a 
hospital for medical treatment and evaluation. Through extensive testing, doctors 
determined that, although she was severely malnourished, Danielle was able to see, 
hear, and vocalize normally. Still, she wouldn’t look anyone in the eyes, didn’t know 
how to chew or swallow solid food, didn’t cry, didn’t respond to stimuli that would 
typically cause pain, and didn’t know how to communicate either with words or simple 
gestures such as nodding “yes” or “no.” Likewise, although tests showed she had no 
chronic diseases or genetic abnormalities, the only way she could stand was with 
someone holding onto her hands, and she “walked sideways on her toes, like a crab” 
(DeGregory 2008). 

What had happened to Danielle? Put simply: beyond the basic requirements for 
survival, she had been neglected. Based on their investigation, social workers concluded 
that she had been left almost entirely alone in rooms like the one where she was found. 
Without regular interaction—the holding, hugging, talking, the explanations and 
demonstrations given to most young children—she had not learned to walk or to speak, 
to eat or to interact, to play or even to understand the world around her. From a 
sociological point of view, Danielle had not been socialized. 

Socialization is the process through which people are taught to be proficient members 
of a society. It describes the ways that people come to understand societal norms and 
expectations, to accept society’s beliefs, and to be aware of societal values. Socialization 
is not the same as socializing (interacting with others, like family, friends, and 
coworkers); to be precise, it is a sociological process that occurs through socializing. As 
Danielle’s story illustrates, even the most basic of human activities are learned. You may 
be surprised to know that even physical tasks like sitting, standing, and walking had not 
automatically developed for Danielle as she grew. And without socialization, Danielle 
hadn’t learned about the material culture of her society (the tangible objects a culture 
uses): for example, she couldn’t hold a spoon, bounce a ball, or use a chair for sitting. 
She also hadn’t learned its nonmaterial culture, such as its beliefs, values, and norms. 
She had no understanding of the concept of “family,” didn’t know cultural expectations 
for using a bathroom for elimination, and had no sense of modesty. Most importantly, 
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she hadn’t learned to use the symbols that make up language—through which we learn 
about who we are, how we fit with other people, and the natural and social worlds in 
which we live. 

Sociologists have long been fascinated by circumstances like Danielle’s—in which a 
child receives sufficient human support to survive, but virtually no social interaction—
because they highlight how much we depend on social interaction to provide the 
information and skills that we need to be part of society or even to develop a “self.” 

The necessity for early social contact was demonstrated by the research of Harry and 
Margaret Harlow. From 1957 to 1963, the Harlows conducted a series of experiments 
studying how rhesus monkeys, which behave a lot like people, are affected by isolation 
as babies. They studied monkeys raised under two types of “substitute” mothering 
circumstances: a mesh and wire sculpture, or a soft terrycloth “mother.” The monkeys 
systematically preferred the company of a soft, terrycloth substitute mother (closely 
resembling a rhesus monkey) that was unable to feed them, to a mesh and wire mother 
that provided sustenance via a feeding tube. This demonstrated that while food was 
important, social comfort was of greater value (Harlow and Harlow 1962; Harlow 
1971). Later experiments testing more severe isolation revealed that such deprivation 
of social contact led to significant developmental and social challenges later in life. 

In the following sections, we will examine the importance of the complex process of 
socialization and how it takes place through interaction with many individuals, groups, 
and social institutions. We will explore how socialization is not only critical to children 
as they develop but how it is also a lifelong process through which we become prepared 
for new social environments and expectations in every stage of our lives. But first, we 
will turn to scholarship about self-development, the process of coming to recognize a 
sense of self, a “self” that is then able to be socialized. 

5.1 Sociological Theories of Self-Development 
One of the pioneering contributors to sociological perspectives was Charles Cooley 
(1864–1929). He asserted that people’s self understanding is constructed, in part, by 
their perception of how others view them—a process termed “the looking glass self” 
(Cooley 1902). 

Later, George Herbert Mead (1863–1931) studied the self, a person’s distinct identity 
that is developed through social interaction. In order to engage in this process of “self,” 
an individual has to be able to view him or herself through the eyes of others. That’s not 
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an ability that we are born with (Mead 1934). Through socialization we learn to put 
ourselves in someone else's shoes and look at the world through their perspective. This 
assists us in becoming self-aware, as we look at ourselves from the perspective of the 
"other." The case of Danielle, for example, illustrates what happens when social 
interaction is absent from early experience: Danielle had no ability to see herself as 
others would see her. From Mead’s point of view, she had no “self.” 

How do we go from being newborns to being humans with “selves?” Mead believed that 
there is a specific path of development that all people go through. During the 
preparatory stage, children are only capable of imitation: they have no ability to 
imagine how others see things. They copy the actions of people with whom they 
regularly interact, such as their mothers and fathers. This is followed by the play stage, 
during which children begin to take on the role that one other person might have. Thus, 
children might try on a parent’s point of view by acting out “grownup” behavior, like 
playing “dress up” and acting out the “mom” role, or talking on a toy telephone the way 
they see their father do. 

During the game stage, children learn to consider several roles at the same time and 
how those roles interact with each other. They learn to understand interactions 
involving different people with a variety of purposes. For example, a child at this stage 
is likely to be aware of the different responsibilities of people in a restaurant who 
together make for a smooth dining experience (someone seats you, another takes your 
order, someone else cooks the food, while yet another clears away dirty dishes). 

Finally, children develop, understand, and learn the idea of the generalized other, the 
common behavioral expectations of general society. By this stage of development, an 
individual is able to imagine how he or she is viewed by one or many others—and thus, 
from a sociological perspective, to have a “self” (Mead 1934; Mead 1964). 

Kohlberg’s Theory of Moral Development 

Moral development is an important part of the socialization process. The term refers to 
the way people learn what society considered to be “good” and “bad,” which is 
important for a smoothly functioning society. Moral development prevents people from 
acting on unchecked urges, instead considering what is right for society and good for 
others. Lawrence Kohlberg (1927–1987) was interested in how people learn to decide 
what is right and what is wrong. To understand this topic, he developed a theory of 
moral development that includes three levels: preconventional, conventional, and 
postconventional. 
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In the preconventional stage, young children, who lack a higher level of cognitive ability, 
experience the world around them only through their senses. It isn’t until the teen years 
that the conventional theory develops, when youngsters become increasingly aware of 
others’ feelings and take those into consideration when determining what’s “good” and 
“bad.” The final stage, called postconventional, is when people begin to think of morality 
in abstract terms, such as Americans believing that everyone has the right to life, liberty, 
and the pursuit of happiness. At this stage, people also recognize that legality and 
morality do not always match up evenly (Kohlberg 1981). When hundreds of thousands 
of Egyptians turned out in 2011 to protest government corruption, they were using 
postconventional morality. They understood that although their government was legal, 
it was not morally correct. 

Gilligan’s Theory of Moral Development and Gender 

Another sociologist, Carol Gilligan (1936–), recognized that Kohlberg’s theory might 
show gender bias since his research was only conducted on male subjects. Would 
females study subjects have responded differently? Would a female social scientist 
notice different patterns when analyzing the research? To answer the first question, she 
set out to study differences between how boys and girls developed morality. Gilligan’s 
research demonstrated that boys and girls do, in fact, have different understandings of 
morality. Boys tend to have a justice perspective, by placing emphasis on rules and laws. 
Girls, on the other hand, have a care and responsibility perspective; they consider 
people’s reasons behind behavior that seems morally wrong. 

Gilligan also recognized that Kohlberg’s theory rested on the assumption that the justice 
perspective was the right, or better, perspective. Gilligan, in contrast, theorized that 
neither perspective was “better”: the two norms of justice served different purposes. 
Ultimately, she explained that boys are socialized for a work environment where rules 
make operations run smoothly, while girls are socialized for a home environment 
where flexibility allows for harmony in caretaking and nurturing (Gilligan 1982; 
Gilligan 1990). 

5.2 Why Socialization Matters 
Socialization is critical both to individuals and to the societies in which they live. It 
illustrates how completely intertwined human beings and their social worlds are. First, 
it is through teaching culture to new members that a society perpetuates itself. If new 
generations of a society don’t learn its way of life, it ceases to exist. Whatever is 
distinctive about a culture must be transmitted to those who join it in order for a society 
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to survive. For U.S. culture to continue, for example, children in the United States must 
learn about cultural values related to democracy: they have to learn the norms of 
voting, as well as how to use material objects such as voting machines. Of course, some 
would argue that it’s just as important in U.S. culture for the younger generation to 
learn the etiquette of eating in a restaurant or the rituals of tailgate parties at football 
games. In fact, there are many ideas and objects that people in the United States teach 
children about in hopes of keeping the society’s way of life going through another 
generation.  

Socialization is critical both to individuals and to the societies in which they live. It 
illustrates how completely intertwined human beings and their social worlds are. First, 
it is through teaching culture to new members that a society perpetuates itself. If new 
generations of a society don’t learn its way of life, it ceases to exist. Whatever is 
distinctive about a culture must be transmitted to those who join it in order for a society 
to survive. For U.S. culture to continue, for example, children in the United States must 
learn about cultural values related to democracy: they have to learn the norms of 
voting, as well as how to use material objects such as voting machines. Of course, some 
would argue that it’s just as important in U.S. culture for the younger generation to 
learn the etiquette of eating in a restaurant or the rituals of tailgate parties at football 
games. In fact, there are many ideas and objects that people in the United States teach 
children about in hopes of keeping the society’s way of life going through another 
generation. 
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Figure 5.3 Socialization teaches us our society’s expectations for dining out. The manners and customs of 

different cultures (When can you use your hands to eat? How should you compliment the cook? Who is the 
“head” of the table?) are learned through socialization. (Photo courtesy of Niyam Bhushan/flickr) 

Socialization is just as essential to us as individuals. Social interaction provides the 
means via which we gradually become able to see ourselves through the eyes of others, 
and how we learn who we are and how we fit into the world around us. In addition, to 
function successfully in society, we have to learn the basics of both material and 
nonmaterial culture, everything from how to dress ourselves to what’s suitable attire 
for a specific occasion; from when we sleep to what we sleep on; and from what’s 
considered appropriate to eat for dinner to how to use the stove to prepare it. Most 
importantly, we have to learn language—whether it’s the dominant language or one 
common in a subculture, whether it’s verbal or through signs—in order to communicate 
and to think. As we saw with Danielle, without socialization we literally have no self. 

Sociologists all recognize the importance of socialization for healthy individual and 
societal development. But how do scholars working in the symbolic interactionist 
paradigm approach this topic? An interactionist studying socialization is concerned 
with face-to-face exchanges and symbolic communication. For example, dressing baby 
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boys in blue and baby girls in pink is one small way we convey messages about 
differences in gender roles. 

5.3 Agents of Socialization 
Socialization helps people learn to function successfully in their social worlds. How does 
the process of socialization occur? How do we learn to use the objects of our society’s 
material culture? How do we come to adopt the beliefs, values, and norms that 
represent its nonmaterial culture? This learning takes place through interaction with 
various agents of socialization, like peer groups and families, plus both formal and 
informal social institutions. 

Social Group Agents 
Social groups often provide the first experiences of socialization. Families, and later 
peer groups, communicate expectations and reinforce norms. People first learn to use 
the tangible objects of material culture in these settings, as well as being introduced to 
the beliefs and values of society. 

Family 

Family is the first agent of socialization. Mothers and fathers, siblings and grandparents, 
plus members of an extended family, all teach a child what he or she needs to know. For 
example, they show the child how to use objects (such as clothes, computers, eating 
utensils, books, bikes); how to relate to others (some as “family,” others as “friends,” 
still others as “strangers” or “teachers” or “neighbors”); and how the world works 
(what is “real” and what is “imagined”). As you are aware, either from your own 
experience as a child or from your role in helping to raise one, socialization includes 
teaching and learning about an unending array of objects and ideas. 

Keep in mind, however, that families do not socialize children in a vacuum. Many social 
factors affect the way a family raises its children. For example, we can use sociological 
imagination to recognize that individual behaviors are affected by the historical period 
in which they take place. Sixty years ago, it would not have been considered especially 
strict for a father to hit his son with a wooden spoon or a belt if he misbehaved, but 
today that same action might be considered child abuse. 

Sociologists recognize that race, social class, religion, and other societal factors play an 
important role in socialization. For example, poor families usually emphasize obedience 
and conformity when raising their children, while wealthy families emphasize judgment 
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and creativity (National Opinion Research Center 2008). This may occur because 
working-class parents have less education and more repetitive-task jobs for which it is 
helpful to be able to follow rules and conform. Wealthy parents tend to have better 
educations and often work in managerial positions or careers that require creative 
problem solving, so they teach their children behaviors that are beneficial in these 
positions. This means children are effectively socialized and raised to take the types of 
jobs their parents already have, thus reproducing the class system (Kohn 1977). 
Likewise, children are socialized to abide by gender norms, perceptions of race, and 
class-related behaviors. 

In Sweden, for instance, stay-at-home fathers are an accepted part of the social 
landscape. A government policy provides subsidized time off work—480 days for 
families with newborns—with the option of the paid leave being shared between 
mothers and fathers. As one stay-at-home dad says, being home to take care of his baby 
son “is a real fatherly thing to do. I think that’s very masculine” (Associated Press 2011). 
Close to 90 percent of Swedish fathers use their paternity leave (about 340,000 dads); 
on average they take seven weeks per birth (The Economist, 2014). How do U.S. 
policies—and our society’s expected gender roles—compare? How will Swedish 
children raised this way be socialized to parental gender norms? How might that be 
different from parental gender norms in the United States? 

 
 
 

Peer Groups 

A peer group is made up of people who are similar in age and social status and who 
share interests. Peer group socialization begins in the earliest years, such as when kids 
on a playground teach younger children the norms about taking turns, the rules of a 
game, or how to shoot a basket. As children grow into teenagers, this process continues. 
Peer groups are important to adolescents in a new way, as they begin to develop an 
identity separate from their parents and exert independence. Additionally, peer groups 
provide their own opportunities for socialization since kids usually engage in different 
types of activities with their peers than they do with their families. Peer groups provide 
adolescents’ first major socialization experience outside the realm of their families. 
Interestingly, studies have shown that although friendships rank high in adolescents’ 
priorities, this is balanced by parental influence. 
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Institutional Agents 
The social institutions of our culture also inform our socialization. Formal institutions—
like schools, workplaces, and the government—teach people how to behave in and 
navigate these systems. Other institutions, like the media, contribute to socialization by 
inundating us with messages about norms and expectations. 

School 

Most U.S. children spend about seven hours a day, 180 days a year, in school, which 
makes it hard to deny the importance school has on their socialization (U.S. Department 
of Education 2004). Students are not in school only to study math, reading, science, and 
other subjects—the manifest function of this system. Schools also serve a latent 
function in society by socializing children into behaviors like practicing teamwork, 
following a schedule, and using textbooks. 

 
School and classroom rituals, led by teachers serving as role models and leaders, 
regularly reinforce what society expects from children. Sociologists describe this aspect 
of schools as the hidden curriculum, the informal teaching done by schools. 

For example, in the United States, schools have built a sense of competition into the way 
grades are awarded and the way teachers evaluate students (Bowles and Gintis 1976). 
When children participate in a relay race or a math contest, they learn there are 
winners and losers in society. When children are required to work together on a 
project, they practice teamwork with other people in cooperative situations. The hidden 
curriculum prepares children for the adult world. Children learn how to deal with 
bureaucracy, rules, expectations, waiting their turn, and sitting still for hours during the 
day. Schools in different cultures socialize children differently in order to prepare them 
to function well in those cultures. The latent functions of teamwork and dealing with 
bureaucracy are features of U.S. culture. 

Schools also socialize children by teaching them about citizenship and national pride. In 
the United States, children are taught to say the Pledge of Allegiance. Most districts 
require classes about U.S. history and geography. As academic understanding of history 
evolves, textbooks in the United States have been scrutinized and revised to update 
attitudes toward other cultures as well as perspectives on historical events; thus, 
children are socialized to a different national or world history than earlier textbooks 
may have done. For example, information about the mistreatment of African Americans 
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and Native American Indians more accurately reflects those events than in textbooks of 
the past. 

The Workplace 

Just as children spend much of their day at school, many U.S. adults at some point invest 
a significant amount of time at a place of employment. Although socialized into their 
culture since birth, workers require new socialization into a workplace, in terms of both 
material culture (such as how to operate the copy machine) and nonmaterial culture 
(such as whether it’s okay to speak directly to the boss or how to share the 
refrigerator). 

Different jobs require different types of socialization. In the past, many people worked a 
single job until retirement. Today, the trend is to switch jobs at least once a decade. 
Between the ages of eighteen and forty-six, the average baby boomer of the younger set 
held 11.3 different jobs (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2014). This means that people 
must become socialized to, and socialized by, a variety of work environments. 

Religion 

While some religions are informal institutions, here we focus on practices followed by 
formal institutions. Religion is an important avenue of socialization for many people. 
The United States is full of synagogues, temples, churches, mosques, and similar 
religious communities where people gather to worship and learn. Like other 
institutions, these places teach participants how to interact with the religion’s material 
culture (like a mezuzah, a prayer rug, or a communion wafer). For some people, 
important ceremonies related to family structure—like marriage and birth—are 
connected to religious celebrations. Many religious institutions also uphold gender 
norms and contribute to their enforcement through socialization. From ceremonial rites 
of passage that reinforce the family unit to power dynamics that reinforce gender roles, 
organized religion fosters a shared set of socialized values that are passed on through 
society. 

Government 

Although we do not think about it, many of the rites of passage people go through today 
are based on age norms established by the government. To be defined as an “adult” 
usually means being eighteen years old, the age at which a person becomes legally 
responsible for him- or herself. And sixty-five years old is the start of “old age” since 
most people become eligible for senior benefits at that point. 
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Each time we embark on one of these new categories—senior, adult, taxpayer—we 
must be socialized into our new role. Seniors must learn the ropes of Medicare, Social 
Security benefits, and senior shopping discounts. When U.S. males turn eighteen, they 
must register with the Selective Service System within thirty days to be entered into a 
database for possible military service. These government dictates mark the points at 
which we require socialization into a new category. 

Mass Media 

Mass media distribute impersonal information to a wide audience, via television, 
newspapers, radio, and the Internet. With the average person spending over four hours 
a day in front of the television (and children averaging even more screen time), media 
greatly influences social norms (Roberts, Foehr, and Rideout 2005). People learn about 
objects of material culture (like new technology and transportation options), as well as 
nonmaterial culture—what is true (beliefs), what is important (values), and what is 
expected (norms). 

5.4 Socialization Across the Life Course 
Socialization isn’t a one-time or even a short-term event. We aren’t “stamped” by some 
socialization machine as we move along a conveyor belt and thereby socialized once 
and for all. In fact, socialization is a lifelong process. 

In the United States, socialization throughout the life course is determined greatly by 
age norms and “time-related rules and regulations” (Setterson 2002). As we grow older, 
we encounter age-related transition points that require socialization into a new role, 
such as becoming school age, entering the workforce, or retiring. For example, the U.S. 
government mandates that all children attend school. Child labor laws, enacted in the 
early twentieth century, nationally declared that childhood be a time of learning, not of 
labor. In countries such as Niger and Sierra Leone, however, child labor remains 
common and socially acceptable, with little legislation to regulate such practices 
(UNICEF 2012). 

In the process of socialization, adulthood brings a new set of challenges and 
expectations, as well as new roles to fill. As the aging process moves forward, social 
roles continue to evolve. Pleasures of youth, such as wild nights out and serial dating, 
become less acceptable in the eyes of society. Responsibility and commitment are 
emphasized as pillars of adulthood, and men and women are expected to “settle down.” 
During this period, many people enter into marriage or a civil union, bring children into 
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their families, and focus on a career path. They become partners or parents instead of 
students or significant others. 

Just as young children pretend to be doctors or lawyers, play house, and dress up, adults 
also engage in anticipatory socialization, the preparation for future life roles. Examples 
would include a couple who cohabitate before marriage or soon-to-be parents who read 
infant care books and prepare their home for the new arrival. As part of anticipatory 
socialization, adults who are financially able begin planning for their retirement, saving 
money, and looking into future healthcare options. The transition into any new life role, 
despite the social structure that supports it, can be difficult. 

 
 

 
Type caption for image (optional) 

GAP YEAR: HOW DIFFERENT SOCIETIES SOCIALIZE 
YOUNG                                                                      ADULTS 
 
 

 
Figure 5.8 Age transition points require socialization into new roles that can vary widely between societies. 

Young adults in America are encouraged to enter college or the workforce right away, students in England and 
India can take a year off like British Princes William and Harry did, while young men in Singapore and 

Switzerland must serve time in the military. (Photo courtesy of Charles McCain/flickr) 
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Have you ever heard of gap year? It’s a common custom in British society. When teens 
finish their secondary schooling (aka high school in the United States), they often take a 
year “off” before entering college. Frequently, they might take a job, travel, or find other 
ways to experience another culture. Prince William, the Duke of Cambridge, spent his 
gap year practicing survival skills in Belize, teaching English in Chile, and working on a 
dairy farm in the United Kingdom (Prince of Wales 2012a). His brother, Prince Harry, 
advocated for AIDS orphans in Africa and worked as a jackeroo (a novice ranch hand) in 
Australia (Prince of Wales 2012b). 

In the United States, this life transition point is socialized quite differently, and taking a 
year off is generally frowned upon. Instead, U.S. youth are encouraged to pick career 
paths by their mid-teens, to select a college and a major by their late teens, and to have 
completed all collegiate schooling or technical training for their career by their early 
twenties. 

In yet other nations, this phase of the life course is tied into conscription, a term that 
describes compulsory military service. Egypt, Switzerland, Turkey, and Singapore all 
have this system in place. Youth in these nations (often only the males) are expected to 
undergo a number of months or years of military training and service. 

How might your life be different if you lived in one of these other countries? Can you 
think of similar social norms—related to life age-transition points—that vary from 
country to country? 

Many of life’s social expectations are made clear and enforced on a cultural level. 
Through interacting with others and watching others interact, the expectation to fulfill 
roles becomes clear. While in elementary or middle school, the prospect of having a 
boyfriend or girlfriend may have been considered undesirable. The socialization that 
takes place in high school changes the expectation. By observing the excitement and 
importance attached to dating and relationships within the high school social scene, it 
quickly becomes apparent that one is now expected not only to be a child and a student, 
but also a significant other. Graduation from formal education—high school, vocational 
school, or college—involves socialization into a new set of expectations. 

Educational expectations vary not only from culture to culture, but also from class to 
class. While middle- or upper-class families may expect their daughter or son to attend 
a four-year university after graduating from high school, other families may expect their 
child to immediately begin working full-time, as many within their family have done 
before. 
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Resocialization 
In the process of resocialization, old behaviors that were helpful in a previous role are 
removed because they are no longer of use. Resocialization is necessary when a person 
moves to a senior care center, goes to boarding school, or serves time in jail. In the new 
environment, the old rules no longer apply. The process of resocialization is typically 
more stressful than normal socialization because people have to unlearn behaviors that 
have become customary to them. 

The most common way resocialization occurs is in a total institution where people are 
isolated from society and are forced to follow someone else’s rules. A ship at sea is a 
total institution, as are religious convents, prisons, or some cult organizations. They are 
places cut off from a larger society. The 6.9 million Americans who lived in prisons and 
penitentiaries at the end of 2012 are also members of this type of institution (U.S. 
Department of Justice 2012). As another example, every branch of the military is a total 
institution. 

Many individuals are resocialized into an institution through a two-part process. First, 
members entering an institution must leave behind their old identity through what is 
known as a degradation ceremony. In a degradation ceremony, new members lose the 
aspects of their old identity and are given new identities. The process is sometimes 
gentle. To enter a senior care home, an elderly person often must leave a family home 
and give up many belongings which were part of his or her long-standing identity. 
Though caretakers guide the elderly compassionately, the process can still be one of 
loss. In many cults, this process is also gentle and happens in an environment of support 
and caring. 

In other situations, the degradation ceremony can be more extreme. New prisoners lose 
freedom, rights (including the right to privacy), and personal belongings. When 
entering the army, soldiers have their hair cut short. Their old clothes are removed, and 
they wear matching uniforms. These individuals must give up any markers of their 
former identity in order to be resocialized into an identity as a “soldier.” 
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Figure 5.9 In basic training, members of the Air Force are taught to walk, move, and look like each other. 

(Photo courtesy of Staff Sergeant Desiree N. Palacios, U.S. Air Force/Wikimedia Commons) 

 
 

After new members of an institution are stripped of their old identity, they build a new 
one that matches the new society. In the military, soldiers go through basic training 
together, where they learn new rules and bond with one another. They follow 
structured schedules set by their leaders. Soldiers must keep their areas clean for 
inspection, learn to march in correct formations, and salute when in the presence of 
superiors. 

Learning to deal with life after having lived in a total institution requires yet another 
process of resocialization. In the U.S. military, soldiers learn discipline and a capacity for 
hard work. They set aside personal goals to achieve a mission, and they take pride in the 
accomplishments of their units. Many soldiers who leave the military transition these 
skills into excellent careers. Others find themselves lost upon leaving, uncertain about 
the outside world and what to do next. The process of resocialization to civilian life is 
not a simple one. 
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21.3 Social Change 
Collective behavior and social movements are just two of the forces driving social 
change, which is the change in society created through social movements as well as 
external factors like environmental shifts or technological innovations. Essentially, any 
disruptive shift in the status quo, be it intentional or random, human-caused or natural, 
can lead to social change. Below are some of the likely causes. 

Causes of Social Change 
Changes to technology, social institutions, population, and the environment, alone or in 
some combination, create change. Below, we will discuss how these act as agents of 
social change, and we’ll examine real-world examples. We will focus on four agents of 
change that social scientists recognize: technology, social institutions, population, and 
the environment. 

Technology 

Some would say that improving technology has made our lives easier. Imagine what 
your day would be like without the Internet, the automobile, or electricity. In The World 
Is Flat, Thomas Friedman (2005) argues that technology is a driving force behind 
globalization, while the other forces of social change (social institutions, population, 
environment) play comparatively minor roles. He suggests that we can view 
globalization as occurring in three distinct periods. First, globalization was driven by 
military expansion, powered by horsepower and wind power. The countries best able to 
take advantage of these power sources expanded the most, and exert control over the 
politics of the globe from the late fifteenth century to around the year 1800. The second 
shorter period from approximately 1800 C.E. to 2000 C.E. consisted of a globalizing 
economy. Steam and rail power were the guiding forces of social change and 
globalization in this period. Finally, Friedman brings us to the post-millennial era. In 
this period of globalization, change is driven by technology, particularly the Internet 
(Friedman 2005). 

But also consider that technology can create change in the other three forces social 
scientists link to social change. Advances in medical technology allow otherwise 
infertile women to bear children, which indirectly leads to an increase in population. 
Advances in agricultural technology have allowed us to genetically alter and patent food 
products, which changes our environment in innumerable ways. From the way we 
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educate children in the classroom to the way we grow the food we eat, technology has 
impacted all aspects of modern life. 

Of course there are drawbacks. The increasing gap between the technological haves and 
have-nots––sometimes called the digital divide––occurs both locally and globally. 
Further, there are added security risks: the loss of privacy, the risk of total system 
failure (like the Y2K panic at the turn of the millennium), and the added vulnerability 
created by technological dependence. Think about the technology that goes into 
keeping nuclear power plants running safely and securely. What happens if an 
earthquake or other disaster, like in the case of Japan’s Fukushima plant, causes the 
technology to malfunction, not to mention the possibility of a systematic attack to our 
nation’s relatively vulnerable technological infrastructure? 

Social Institutions 

Each change in a single social institution leads to changes in all social institutions. For 
example, the industrialization of society meant that there was no longer a need for large 
families to produce enough manual labor to run a farm. Further, new job opportunities 
were in close proximity to urban centers where living space was at a premium. The 
result is that the average family size shrunk significantly. 

This same shift toward industrial corporate entities also changed the way we view 
government involvement in the private sector, created the global economy, provided 
new political platforms, and even spurred new religions and new forms of religious 
worship like Scientology. It has also informed the way we educate our children: 
originally schools were set up to accommodate an agricultural calendar so children 
could be home to work the fields in the summer, and even today, teaching models are 
largely based on preparing students for industrial jobs, despite that being an outdated 
need. A shift in one area, such as industrialization, means an interconnected impact 
across social institutions. 

Population 

Population composition is changing at every level of society. Births increase in one 
nation and decrease in another. Some families delay childbirth while others start 
bringing children into their folds early. Population changes can be due to random 
external forces, like an epidemic, or shifts in other social institutions, as described 
above. But regardless of why and how it happens, population trends have a tremendous 
interrelated impact on all other aspects of society. 
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In the United States, we are experiencing an increase in our senior population as baby 
boomers begin to retire, which will in turn change the way many of our social 
institutions are organized. For example, there is an increased demand for housing in 
warmer climates, a massive shift in the need for elder care and assisted living facilities, 
and growing awareness of elder abuse. There is concern about labor shortages as 
boomers retire, not to mention the knowledge gap as the most senior and accomplished 
leaders in different sectors start to leave. Further, as this large generation leaves the 
workforce, the loss of tax income and pressure on pension and retirement plans means 
that the financial stability of the country is threatened. 

Globally, often the countries with the highest fertility rates are least able to absorb and 
attend to the needs of a growing population. Family planning is a large step in ensuring 
that families are not burdened with more children than they can care for. On a macro 
level, the increased population, particularly in the poorest parts of the globe, also leads 
to increased stress on the planet’s resources. 

The Environment 

Turning to human ecology, we know that individuals and the environment affect each 
other. As human populations move into more vulnerable areas, we see an increase in 
the number of people affected by natural disasters, and we see that human interaction 
with the environment increases the impact of those disasters. Part of this is simply the 
numbers: the more people there are on the planet, the more likely it is that some will be 
affected by a natural disaster. 

But it goes beyond that. Movements like 350.org describe how we have already seen 
five extinctions of massive amounts of life on the planet, and the crisis of global change 
has put us on the verge of yet another. According to their website, "The number 350 
means climate safety: to preserve a livable planet, scientists tell us we must reduce the 
amount of CO2 in the atmosphere from its current level of 400 parts per million to 
below 350 ppm" (350.org). 

The environment is best described as an ecosystem, one that exists as the interplay of 
multiple parts including 8.7 million species of life. However dozens of species are going 
extinct every day, a number 1,000 times to 10,000 times the normal "background rate" 
and the highest rate since the dinosaurs disappeared 65 million years ago. The Center 
for Biological Diversity states that this extinction crisis, unlike previous ones caused by 
natural disasters, is "caused almost entirely by us” (Center for Biological Diversity, n.d.). 
The growth of the human population, currently over seven billion and expected to rise 
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to nine or ten billion by 2050, perfectly correlates with the rising extinction rate of life 
on earth. 

Modernization 
Modernization describes the processes that increase the amount of specialization and 
differentiation of structure in societies resulting in the move from an undeveloped 
society to developed, technologically driven society (Irwin 1975). By this definition, the 
level of modernity within a society is judged by the sophistication of its technology, 
particularly as it relates to infrastructure, industry, and the like. However, it is 
important to note the inherent ethnocentric bias of such assessment. Why do we 
assume that those living in semi-peripheral and peripheral nations would find it so 
wonderful to become more like the core nations? Is modernization always positive? 

One contradiction of all kinds of technology is that they often promise time-saving 
benefits, but somehow fail to deliver. How many times have you ground your teeth in 
frustration at an Internet site that refused to load or at a dropped call on your cell 
phone? Despite time-saving devices such as dishwashers, washing machines, and, now, 
remote control vacuum cleaners, the average amount of time spent on housework is the 
same today as it was fifty years ago. And the dubious benefits of 24/7 e-mail and 
immediate information have simply increased the amount of time employees are 
expected to be responsive and available. While once businesses had to travel at the 
speed of the U.S. postal system, sending something off and waiting until it was received 
before the next stage, today the immediacy of information transfer means there are no 
such breaks. 

Further, the Internet bought us information, but at a cost. The morass of information 
means that there is as much poor information available as trustworthy sources. There is 
a delicate line to walk when core nations seek to bring the assumed benefits of 
modernization to more traditional cultures. For one, there are obvious procapitalist 
biases that go into such attempts, and it is short-sighted for western governments and 
social scientists to assume all other countries aspire to follow in their footsteps. 
Additionally, there can be a kind of neo-liberal defense of rural cultures, ignoring the 
often crushing poverty and diseases that exist in peripheral nations and focusing only 
on a nostalgic mythology of the happy peasant. It takes a very careful hand to 
understand both the need for cultural identity and preservation as well as the hopes for 
future growth. 
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Cultural Change 
Culture is always evolving. Moreover, new things are added to material culture every 
day, and they affect nonmaterial culture as well. Cultures change when something new 
(say, railroads or smartphones) opens up new ways of living and when new ideas enter 
a culture (say, as a result of travel or globalization). 

Innovation: Discovery and Invention 

An innovation refers to an object or concept’s initial appearance in society—it’s 
innovative because it is markedly new. There are two ways to come across an 
innovative object or idea: discover it or invent it. Discoveries make known previously 
unknown but existing aspects of reality. In 1610, when Galileo looked through his 
telescope and discovered Saturn, the planet was already there, but until then, no one 
had known about it. When Christopher Columbus encountered America, the land was, 
of course, already well known to its inhabitants. However, Columbus’s discovery was 
new knowledge for Europeans, and it opened the way to changes in European culture, 
as well as to the cultures of the discovered lands. For example, new foods such as 
potatoes and tomatoes transformed the European diet, and horses brought from Europe 
changed hunting practices of Native American tribes of the Great Plains. 

Inventions result when something new is formed from existing objects or concepts—
when things are put together in an entirely new manner. In the late 1800s and early 
1900s, electric appliances were invented at an astonishing pace. Cars, airplanes, 
vacuum cleaners, lamps, radios, telephones, and televisions were all new inventions. 
Inventions may shape a culture when people use them in place of older ways of carrying 
out activities and relating to others, or as a way to carry out new kinds of activities. 
Their adoption reflects (and may shape) cultural values, and their use may require new 
norms for new situations. 

Consider the introduction of modern communication technology, such as mobile phones 
and smartphones. As more and more people began carrying these devices, phone 
conversations no longer were restricted to homes, offices, and phone booths. People on 
trains, in restaurants, and in other public places became annoyed by listening to one-
sided conversations. Norms were needed for cell phone use. Some people pushed for 
the idea that those who are out in the world should pay attention to their companions 
and surroundings. However, technology enabled a workaround: texting, which enables 
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quiet communication and has surpassed phoning as the chief way to meet today’s highly 
valued ability to stay in touch anywhere, everywhere. 

When the pace of innovation increases, it can lead to generation gaps. Technological 
gadgets that catch on quickly with one generation are sometimes dismissed by a 
skeptical older generation. A culture’s objects and ideas can cause not just generational 
but  

 
Figure 3.10 Officially patented in 1893 as the “clasp locker” (left), the zipper did not diffuse through society 

for many decades. Today, it is immediately recognizable around the world. (Photo (a) courtesy of U.S. Patent 
Office/Wikimedia Commons; Photo (b) courtesy of Rabensteiner/ Wikimedia Commons) 

 

cultural gaps. Material culture tends to diffuse more quickly than nonmaterial culture; 
technology can spread through society in a matter of months, but it can take 
generations for the ideas and beliefs of society to change. Sociologist William F. Ogburn 
coined the term culture lag to refer to this time that elapses between the introduction of 
a new item of material culture and its acceptance as part of nonmaterial culture 
(Ogburn 1957). 

Culture lag can also cause tangible problems. The infrastructure of the United States, 
built a hundred years ago or more, is having trouble supporting today’s more heavily 
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populated and fast-paced life. Yet there is a lag in conceptualizing solutions to 
infrastructure problems. Rising fuel prices, increased air pollution, and traffic jams are 
all symptoms of culture lag. Although people are becoming aware of the consequences 
of overusing resources, the means to support changes takes time to achieve. 

 
 

 
Figure 3.9 Sociologist Everett Rogers (1962) developed a model of the diffusion of innovations. As consumers 

gradually adopt a new innovation, the item grows toward a market share of 100 percent, or complete 
saturation within a society. (Graph courtesy of Tungsten/Wikimedia Commons) 

Diffusion and Globalization 

The integration of world markets and technological advances of the last decades have 
allowed for greater exchange between cultures through the processes of globalization 
and diffusion. Beginning in the 1980s, Western governments began to deregulate social 
services while granting greater liberties to private businesses. As a result, world 
markets became dominated by multinational companies in the 1980s, a new state of 
affairs at that time. We have since come to refer to this integration of international trade 
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and finance markets as globalization. Increased communications and air travel have 
further opened doors for international business relations, facilitating the flow not only 
of goods but also of information and people as well (Scheuerman 2014 (revised)). 
Today, many U.S. companies set up offices in other nations where the costs of resources 
and labor are cheaper. When a person in the United States calls to get information about 
banking, insurance, or computer services, the person taking that call may be working in 
another country. 

Alongside the process of globalization is diffusion, or the spread of material and 
nonmaterial culture. While globalization refers to the integration of markets, diffusion 
relates to a similar process in the integration of international cultures. Middle-class 
Americans can fly overseas and return with a new appreciation of Thai noodles or 
Italian gelato. Access to television and the Internet has brought the lifestyles and values 
portrayed in U.S. sitcoms into homes around the globe. Twitter feeds from public 
demonstrations in one nation have encouraged political protesters in other countries. 
When this kind of diffusion occurs, material objects and ideas from one culture are 
introduced into another. 

 

 
A Global Culture? 

 
Sociologists around the world look closely for signs of what would be an unprecedented 
event: the emergence of a global culture. In the past, empires such as those that existed 
in China, Europe, Africa, and Central and South America linked people from many 
different countries, but those people rarely became part of a common culture. They 
lived too far from each other, spoke different languages, practiced different religions, 
and traded few goods. Today, increases in communication, travel, and trade have made 
the world a much smaller place. More and more people are able to communicate with 
each other instantly—wherever they are located—by telephone, video, and text. They 
share movies, television shows, music, games, and information over the Internet. 
Students can study with teachers and pupils from the other side of the globe. 
Governments find it harder to hide conditions inside their countries from the rest of the 
world.  
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Sociologists research many different aspects of this potential global culture. Some 
explore the dynamics involved in the social interactions of global online communities, 
such as when members feel a closer kinship to other group members than to people 
residing in their own countries. Other sociologists study the impact this growing 
international culture has on smaller, less-powerful local cultures. Yet other researchers 
explore how international markets and the outsourcing of labor impact social 
inequalities. Sociology can play a key role in people's abilities to understand the nature 
of this emerging global culture and how to respond to it. 
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As our opening discussion of the 2010 Football World Cup has shown, even a very short introduction to
globalization would be woefully inadequate without an examination of its cultural dimension. Cultural
globalization refers to the intensification and expansion of cultural flows across the globe. Obviously,
‘culture’ is a very broad concept; it is frequently used to describe the whole of human experience. In order
to avoid the ensuing problem of overgeneralization, it is important to make analytical distinctions between
aspects of social life. For example, we associate the adjective ‘economic’ with the production, exchange,
and consumption of commodities. If we are discussing the ‘political’, we mean practices related to the
generation and distribution of power in societies. If we are talking about the ‘cultural’, we are concerned
with the symbolic construction, articulation, and dissemination of meaning. Given that language, music,
and images constitute the major forms of symbolic expression, they assume special significance in the
sphere of culture.

The exploding network of cultural interconnections and interdependencies in the last decades has led some
commentators to suggest that cultural practices lie at the very heart of contemporary globalization. Yet,
cultural globalization did not start with the worldwide dissemination of rock ’n’ roll, Coca-Cola, or
football. As noted in Chapter 2, expansive civilizational ↵ exchanges are much older than modernity.
Still, the volume and extent of cultural transmissions in the contemporary period have far exceeded those
of earlier eras. Facilitated by the Internet and our proliferating mobile digital devices, the dominant
symbolic systems of meaning of our age—such as individualism, consumerism, and various religious
discourses—circulate more freely and widely than ever before. As images and ideas can be more easily and
rapidly transmitted from one place to another, they profoundly impact the way people experience their
everyday lives. Today, cultural practices have escaped fixed localities such as town and nation, eventually
acquiring new meanings in interaction with dominant global themes.

The thematic landscape traversed by scholars of cultural globalization is vast and the questions they raise
are too numerous to be fleshed out in this short introduction. Rather than offering a long laundry list of
relevant topics, this chapter will focus on three important themes: the tension between sameness and
difference in the emerging global culture; the crucial role of transnational media corporations in
disseminating popular culture; and the globalization of languages.

Global culture: sameness or difference?

Does globalization make people around the world more alike or more different? This is the question most
frequently raised in discussions on the subject of cultural globalization. A group of commentators we might
call ‘pessimistic’ hyperglobalizers argue in favour of the former. They suggest that we are not moving
towards a cultural rainbow that reflects the diversity of the world's existing cultures. Rather, we are
witnessing the rise of an increasingly homogenized popular culture underwritten by a Western ‘culture
industry’ based in New York, Hollywood, London, and Milan. As evidence for their interpretation, these
commentators point to Amazonian Indians wearing Nike training shoes; denizens of the Southern Sahara
purchasing Yankees ↵ baseball caps; and Palestinian youths proudly displaying their Chicago Bulls
sweatshirts in downtown Ramallah. Referring to the diffusion of Anglo-American values and consumer
goods as the ‘Americanization of the world’, the proponents of this cultural homogenization thesis argue
that Western norms and lifestyles are overwhelming more vulnerable cultures. Although there have been
serious attempts by some countries to resist these forces of ‘cultural imperialism’—for example, a ban on
satellite dishes in Iran, and the French imposition of tariffs and quotas on imported film and television—the
spread of American popular culture seems to be unstoppable.
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But these manifestations of sameness are also evident inside the dominant countries of the global North.
American sociologist George Ritzer coined the term ‘McDonaldization’ to describe the wide-ranging
sociocultural processes by which the principles of the fast-food restaurant are coming to dominate more
and more sectors of American society as well as the rest of the world. On the surface, these principles
appear to be rational in their attempts to offer efficient and predictable ways of serving people's needs.
However, looking behind the façade of repetitive TV commercials that claim to ‘love to see you smile’, we
can identify a number of serious problems. For one, the generally low nutritional value of fast-food meals
—and particularly their high fat content—has been implicated in the rise of serious health problems such as
heart disease, diabetes, cancer, and juvenile obesity. Moreover, the impersonal, routine operations of
‘rational’ fast-service establishments actually undermine expressions of forms of cultural diversity. In the
long run, the McDonaldization of the world amounts to the imposition of uniform standards that eclipse
human creativity and dehumanize social relations (see Figure G).

One particular thoughtful analyst in this group of pessimistic hyperglobalizers is American political theorist
Benjamin Barber. In his popular book Consumed (2007), he warns his readers ↵ against an ‘ethos of
infantilization’ that sustains global capitalism, turning adults into children through dumbed down
advertising and consumer goods while also targeting children as consumers. This ethos is premised on the
recognition that there is not an endless market for consumerist goods as was once thought. Global
inequality contributes to stifling the growth of markets and of capitalism. In order to expand markets and
make a profit, global capitalists are developing homogenous global products targeting the young and
wealthy throughout the world, as well as turning children into consumers. Thus, global consumerism
becomes increasingly soulless and unethical in its pursuit of profit.

Optimistic hyperglobalizers agree with their pessimistic colleagues that cultural globalization generates
more sameness, but they consider this outcome to be a good thing. For example, American social theorist
Francis Fukuyama explicitly welcomes the global spread of Anglo-American values and lifestyles,
equating the Americanization of the world with the expansion of democracy and free markets (see
Illustration 9). But optimistic hyperglobalizers do not just come in the form of American chauvinists who
apply the old theme of manifest destiny to the global arena. Some representatives of this camp consider
themselves staunch cosmopolitans who celebrate the Internet as the harbinger of a homogenized ‘techno-
culture’. Others are free-market enthusiasts who embrace the values of global consumer capitalism.

It is one thing to acknowledge the existence of powerful homogenizing tendencies in the world, but it is
quite another to assert that the cultural diversity existing on our planet is destined to vanish. In fact, several
influential commentators offer a contrary assessment that links globalization to new forms of cultural
expression. Sociologist Roland Robertson, for example, contends that global cultural flows often
reinvigorate local cultural niches. Hence, rather than being totally obliterated by the Western consumerist
forces of sameness, local difference and ↵
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G. The American way of life

Sources: G. C. Smith, K. E. Belk, J. A. Scanga, J. N. Sofos, and J. D. Tatum. 2002. ‘Traceback, Traceability and Source Verifi
cation in the U.S. Beef Industry’. Proceedings of the IX Simposio Centroamericano y del Caribe Sobre Procesamiento de
Carnes, Cartago, Costa Rica. pp. 21–32; Leopold Center for Sustainable Agriculture, 2003, ‘Checking the food odometer:
Comparing food miles for local versus conventional produce sales to Iowa institutions’, p. 1:
〈http://www.leopold.iastate.edu/sites/default/files/pubs-and-papers/2003-07-checking-food-odometer-comparing-food-miles-
local-versus-conventional-produce-salesiowa-institution.pdf <http://www.leopold.iastate.edu/sites/default/files/pubs-and-
papers/2003-07-checking-food-odometer-comparing-food-miles-local-versus-conventional-produce-salesiowa-
institution.pdf>〉; Centre for Disease Control and Prevention, 2012:
〈http://www.cdc.gov/obesity/data/adult.html <http://www.cdc.gov/obesity/data/adult.html>〉; Jamais Cascio, The
Cheeseburger Footprint, 2012,
〈http://www.openthefuture.com/cheeseburger_CF.html <http://www.openthefuture.com/cheeseburger_CF.html>〉; Nielsen,
State of the Media: Cross Platform Report, 2011, 〈http://www.nielsen.com/content/dam/corporate/us/en/reports-
downloads/2012-Reports/nielsen-cross-platform-q4-2011.pdf <http://www.nielsen.com/content/dam/corporate/us/en/reports-
downloads/2012-Reports/nielsen-cross-platform-q4-2011.pdf>〉; Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2012,
〈http://www.bls.gov/news.release/atus.nr0.htm <http://www.bls.gov/news.release/atus.nr0.htm>〉; Dharma Singh Khalsa,
Brain Longevity, Grand Central Publishing, p. 29; Norman Herr, The Sourcebook for Teaching Science, 2012
〈http://www.csun.edu/science/health/docs/tv&health.html <http://www.csun.edu/science/health/docs/tv&health.html>〉;
Bureau of Transport Statistics, 2012,
〈http://www.bts.gov/publications/national_transportation_statistics/html/table_01_11.html <http://www.bts.gov/publications
/national_transportation_statistics/html/table_01_11.html>〉; Gallup Poll, Evolution, Creationism, Intelligent Design, 2012,
〈http://www.gallup.com/poll/21814/evolution-creationismintelligent-
design.aspx <http://www.gallup.com/poll/21814/evolution-creationismintelligent-design.aspx>〉; Environmental Protection
Agency, 2012, 〈http://www.epa.gov/epawaste/facts-text.htm#chart1 <http://www.epa.gov/epawaste/facts-
text.htm#chart1>〉; Michael Marshall, ‘Humanity weighs in at 287 million tonnes’, 2012,
〈http://www.newscientist.com/article/dn21945-humanity-weighs-in-at-287-million-
tonnes.html <http://www.newscientist.com/article/dn21945-humanity-weighs-in-at-287-million-tonnes.html>〉

↵ particularity still play an important role in creating unique cultural constellations. Arguing that
cultural globalization always takes place in local contexts, Robertson rejects the cultural homogenization
thesis and speaks instead of glocalization—a complex interaction of the global and local characterized by
cultural borrowing. The resulting expressions of cultural ‘hybridity’ cannot be reduced to clear-cut
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manifestations of ‘sameness’ or ‘difference’. As we noted in our discussion of Shakira and Waka Waka in
Chapter 1, such processes of hybridization have become most visible in fashion, music, dance, film, food,
and language.

But the respective arguments of hyperglobalizers and sceptics are not necessarily incompatible. The
contemporary experience of living and acting across cultural borders means both the loss of traditional
meanings and the creation of new symbolic expressions. Reconstructed feelings of belonging coexist in
uneasy tension with a sense of placelessness. Indeed, some commentators have argued that modernity is
slowly giving way to a new ‘postmodern’ framework characterized by a less stable sense of identity and
knowledge.

Given the complexity of global cultural flows, one would actually expect to see uneven and contradictory
effects. In certain contexts, these flows might change traditional manifestations of national identity in the
direction of a popular culture characterized by sameness; in others they might foster new expressions of
cultural particularism; in still others they might encourage forms of cultural ‘hybridity’. Those
commentators who summarily denounce the homogenizing effects of Americanization must not forget that
hardly any society in the world today possesses an ‘authentic’, self-contained culture. Those who despair at
the flourishing of cultural hybridity ought to listen to exciting Bollywood pop songs, admire the intricacy
of several variations of Hawaiian pidgin, or enjoy the culinary delights of Cuban-Chinese cuisine. Finally,
those who applaud the spread of consumerist ↵

9. Jihad vs McWorld: selling fast food in Indonesia

capitalism need to pay attention to its negative consequences, such as the dramatic decline of traditional
communal sentiments as well as the commodification of society and nature.

The role of the media
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1.

2.

3.

4.

To a large extent, the global cultural flows of our time are generated and directed by global media empires
that rely on powerful communication technologies to spread their message. Saturating global cultural
reality with formulaic TV shows and mindless advertisements, these corporations increasingly shape
people's identities and the structure of desires around the world. The rise of the global imaginary is
inextricably connected to the rise of the global media. During the last two decades, a small group of very
large TNCs have come to dominate the global market for entertainment, news, television, and film. In
2006, only eight media conglomerates—Yahoo, Google, AOL/Time Warner, Microsoft, Viacom, General
Electric, Disney, and News Corporation—accounted for more than two-thirds of the US$250–275 billion in
annual worldwide revenues generated by the communications industry. In the first half of that year, the
volume of merger deals in global media, Internet, and telecommunications totalled US$300 billion, three
times the figure for the first six months of 1999.

As recently as fifteen years ago, not one of the giant corporations that dominate what Benjamin Barber has
appropriately called the ‘infotainment telesector’ existed in its present form as a media company. In 2001,
nearly all of these corporations ranked among the largest 300 non-financial firms in the world. Today, most
media analysts concede that the emergence of a global commercial-media market amounts to the creation
of a global oligopoly similar to that of the oil and automotive industries in the early part of the 20th
century. The crucial cultural innovators of earlier decades—small, independent record labels, radio stations,
movie theatres, newspapers, and book publishers—have become ↵ virtually extinct as they found
themselves incapable of competing with the media giants.

The commercial values disseminated by transnational media enterprises secure not only the undisputed
cultural hegemony of popular culture, but also lead to the depoliticization of social reality and the
weakening of civic bonds. One of the most glaring developments of the last two decades has been the
transformation of news broadcasts and educational programmes into shallow entertainment shows—many
of them ironically touted as ‘reality’ shows. Given that news is less than half as profitable as entertainment,
media firms are increasingly tempted to pursue higher profits by ignoring journalism's much vaunted
separation of newsroom practices and business decisions. Partnerships and alliances between news and
entertainment companies are fast becoming the norm, making it more common for publishing executives to
press journalists to cooperate with their newspapers’ business operations. A sustained attack on the
professional autonomy of journalism is, therefore, also part of cultural globalization.

The globalization of languages

One direct method of measuring and evaluating cultural changes brought about by globalization is to study
the shifting global patterns of language use. The globalization of languages can be viewed as a process by
which some languages are increasingly used in international communication while others lose their
prominence and even disappear for lack of speakers. Researchers at the Globalization Research Center at
the University of Hawai’i have identified five key variables that influence the globalization of languages:

Number of languages: The declining number of languages in different parts of the world points to
the strengthening of homogenizing cultural forces.

Movements of people: People carry their languages with them when they migrate and travel.
Migration patterns affect the spread of languages.

Foreign language learning and tourism: Foreign language learning and tourism facilitate the
spread of languages beyond national or cultural boundaries.

Internet languages: The Internet has become a global medium for instant communication and quick
access to information. Language use on the Internet is a key factor in the analysis of the dominance
and variety of languages in international communication.
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Subscriber: OhioLINK; date: 25 June 2019

5. International scientific publications: International scientific publications contain the languages of
global intellectual discourse, thus critically impacting intellectual communities involved in the
production, reproduction, and circulation of knowledge around the world.

Given these highly complex interactions, research in this area frequently yields contradictory conclusions.
The figure above represents only one possible conceptualization of the meaning and effects of language
globalization. Unable to reach a general agreement, experts in the field have developed several different
hypotheses. One model posits a clear correlation between the growing global significance of a few
languages—particularly English, Chinese, and Spanish—and the declining number of other languages
around the world. Another model suggests that the globalization of language does not necessarily mean that
our descendants are destined to utilize only a few tongues. Still another thesis emphasizes the power of the
Anglo-American culture industry to make English—or what some commentators call ‘Globish’—the
global lingua franca of the 21st century.

To be sure, the rising significance of the English language has a long history, reaching back to the birth of
British colonialism in the late 16th century. At that time, only approximately seven ↵

H. The declining number of languages around the world, 1500–2000

Source: Globalization Research Center at the University of Hawai’i-Manoa

million people used English as their mother tongue. By the 1990s, this number had swollen to over 350
million native speakers, with 400 million more using English as a second language. Today, more than 80
per cent of the content posted on the Internet is in English. Almost half of the world's growing population
of foreign students is enrolled at institutions in Anglo-American countries.

At the same time, however, the number of spoken languages in the world has dropped from about 14,500 in
1500 to less than 6,500 in 2012 (see Figure H). Given the current rate of decline, some linguists predict that
50–90 per cent of the currently existing languages will have disappeared by the end of the 21st century. But
the world's languages are not the only entities threatened with extinction. The spread of consumerist values
and materialist lifestyles has endangered the ecological health of our planet as well.
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HOME SOCIAL JUSTICE

THE 2 CULTURES OF CHINA

The U.S. has red states and blue states. China has rice provinces and wheat provinces, and the
profound di�erences between them provide evidence of how cultural assumptions arise.

TOM JACOBS · MAY 8, 2014

According to conventional wisdom, Westerners and Asians see themselves, and the world, ininininin
fundamentally different waysfundamentally different waysfundamentally different waysfundamentally different waysfundamentally different ways. Americans are individualistic, independent, and analytical, while the
Chinese take a more holistic view of life, emphasizing interdependence and context.

But of course, different regions of the U.S. have very different cultural norms. And according to
provocative new research, the same is true of China.

Writing in the journal ScienceScienceScienceScienceScience, a team led by University of Virginia psychologist Thomas TalhelmThomas TalhelmThomas TalhelmThomas TalhelmThomas Talhelm
provides evidence that China can be divided into two regions with distinct mindsets: the area south of
the Yangtze River, which conforms to the aforementioned stereotypes, and the area north of the river,
where residents’ attitudes are much closer to those of Westerners.

The researchers refer to these as the “rice provinces” (those in the south) and the “wheat provinces”
(the north). And they provide evidence their different agricultural traditions are the keys to these
divergent cultural traditions.

Talhelm and his colleagues conducted a study of 1,162 Han Chinese college students at six testing sites
across the country. A series of tests revealed their cultural assumptions, including the well-known triadtriadtriadtriadtriad
tasktasktasktasktask, in which participants are given lists of three items and asked which two should be paired together.
Their answers reveal underlying thought patterns.

THIS FASCINATING PAPER OFFERS FURTHER EVIDENCE THAT RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN
MAN AND THE LAND SHAPES CULTURAL ASSUMPTIONS, WHICH ARE THEN PASSED
DOWN FROM GENERATION TO GENERATION.

For example, if the words are train, bus, and tracks, people with an individualistic/analytical mindset
would pair train and bus, since they belong to the same category (modes of transportation). In contrast,
those from holistic cultures are more likely to pair train with tracks, since “they share a functional
relationship,” the researchers note.

Sure enough, “people from provinces with a higher percentage of farmland devoted to rice paddies
thought more holistically,” Talhelm and his colleagues report. What’s more, when analyzing differences
between neighboring counties in the nation’s center, they again found “people from the rice side of the
border thought more holistically than people from the wheat side.”
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To get at these differences in a different way, the researchers had participants draw diagrams of their
social networks, “with circles to represent the self and friends.” Much like Europeans taking that same
test, participants from the wheat provinces drew their own circle significantly larger compared to those
representing their friends and acquaintances. In contrast, those from the rice provinces drew their circle
just a bit smaller than the others.

"We interpret this as (an indicator of the) unconscious importance of the self," Talhelm explained.
"Americans self-inflate more than people in every culture I've seen studied. People in the rice parts of
China did not self- inflate, on average, but people in the wheat parts of China did."

Talhelm and his colleagues note that rice is a labor-intensive crop, dependent upon a complex
infrastructure including dikes and canals. This, they argue, created a culture that recognizes human
interdependence. In contrast, northern farmers are much more likely to grow wheat, which is simpler
to produce and allows growers considerable independence; this experience created a very different
mindset.

The researchers note there are other theories regarding the creation of these widely held beliefs, but add
that their study yielded no evidence that either greater wealth or higher rates of disease led to a more
collectivist culture. Indeed, their evidence suggests both of those propositions are untrue, at least in
China.

This fascinating paper offers further evidence that relationship between man and the land shapes
cultural assumptions, which are then passed down from generation to generation. This notion has been
used to explain the “rugged individualism” of the Rocky Mountain West; this research suggests it has
much wider applications.

In addition, it clearly shows how wrong we are to assume the huge nation of China is (with the
exception of outlying areas such as Tibet) more or less monolithic. Clearly, some regions (including the
capital of Beijing) have populations that share many basic assumptions with Westerners, while others
are closer in mindset to people in other rice-cultivating countries such as Japan and Korea.

That understanding is important to keep in mind as China’s influence expands, and our relationship
with the nation grows in importance. The cliché “East is East and West is West” may need an
addendum: “wheat is wheat and rice is rice.”
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