1.2.1 What Are Society and Culture?

Sociology is the study of groups and group interactions, societies and social interactions, fro
m 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 wor
king 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 amon
g 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 encom
passes 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 pionee
r 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 perce
ptions. It's a way of seeing our own and other people’s behavior in relationship to history a

nd 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 relat
ive to the person’s circumstances also plays a part. Remember, though, that culture is a pro
duct 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).

1.2.2 Studying Patterns: How Sociologists Vie
w Society

All sociologists are interested in the experiences of individuals and how those experiences ar

e shaped by interactions with social groups and society as a whole. To a sociologist, the per



sonal decisions an individual makes do not exist in a vacuum. Cultural patterns and social f
orces put pressure on people to select one choice over another. Sociologists try to identify th
ese general patterns by examining the behavior of large groups of people living in the same
society and experiencing the same societal pressures.

Changes in the US. family structure offer an example of patterns that sociologists are inte
rested in studying. A "typical" family now is vastly different than in past decades when mo
st 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 e
xtended family members such as grandparents, cousins, or adult children live together in th
e family home (ULS. Census Bureau 2013).

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

Some sociologists study social facts, which are the laws, morals, values, religious beliefs, c
ustoms, fashions, rituals, and all of the cultural rules that govern social life, that may contri
bute to these changes in the family. Do people in the United States view marriage and fami
ly differently than before? Do employment and economic conditions play a role? How has c
ulture influenced the choices that individuals make in living arrangements? Other sociologist
s are studying the consequences of these new patterns, such as the ways children are affect

ed by them or changing needs for education, housing, and healthcare.
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Another example of the way society influences individual decisions can be seen in people’
s opinions about and use of the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program, or SNAP benefi
ts. Some people believe those who receive SNAP benefits are lazy and unmotivated. Statistics

from the United States Department of Agriculture show a complex picture.

historically typical. (Phot



SNAP Use by State in 2005Sociologists examine social conditions in different states to explain d
ifferences in the number of people receiving SNAP benefits. (Sources: U.S. Department of Agric
ulture, U.S. Census Bureau, Food Research and Action Center, U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics)
State

Population

Number Receiving SNAP
Percentage of residents receiving SNAP
Average Weekly Earnings
District of Columbia
601,723

135,796

22.6%

$1,667.00

Florida

18,801,310

3,664,055

19.5%

$852.00

Rhode Island
1,052,567

172,343

16.4%

$919.00

Ohio

11,536,504

1,627,589

14.1%

$878.00
Massachusetts
6,547,629

787,411

12.0%

$1,197.00

New Jersey

8,791,894

887,259



10.1%

$1,116.00

Wyoming

563,626

34,167

6.1%

$866.00

National Average:

14.5%

$974.00

The percentage of the population receiving SNAP benefits is much higher in certain states
than in others. Does this mean, if the stereotype above were applied, that people in some s
tates are lazier and less motivated than those in other states? Sociologists study the economi
es in each state—comparing unemployment rates, food, energy costs, and other factors—
to explain differences in social issues like this.

To identify social trends, sociologists also study how people use SNAP benefits and how p
eople react to their use. Research has found that for many people from all classes, there is a
strong stigma attached to the use of SNAP benefits. This stigma can prevent people who g
ualify for this type of assistance from using SNAP benefits. According to Hanson and Gunde
rsen (2002), how strongly this stigma is felt is linked to the general economic climate. This i
llustrates how sociologists observe a pattern in society.

Sociologists identify and study patterns related to all kinds of contemporary social issues.
The "don't ask, don't tell' policy, the emergence of the Tea Party as a political faction, how
Twitter has influenced everyday communication—

these are all examples of topics that sociologists might explore.

1.2.3 Studying Part and Whole: How Sociologi
sts 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 Elia
s 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 p
eople experience their religions in a distinctly individual manner, religion exists in a larger s

ocial context. For instance, an individual’s religious practice may be influenced by what gov



ernment dictates, holidays, teachers, places of worship, rituals, and so on. These influences u
nderscore the important relationship between individual practices of religion and social press

ures that influence that religious experience (Elias 1978).
Individual-Society Connections

When sociologist Nathan Kierns spoke to his friend Ashley (a pseudonym) about the move
she and her partner had made from an urban center to a small Midwestern town, he was
curious about how the social pressures placed on a lesbian couple differed from one commu
nity to the other. Ashley said that in the city they had been accustomed to getting looks an
d hearing comments when she and her partner walked hand in hand. Otherwise, she felt th
at they were at least being tolerated. There had been little to no outright discrimination.

Things changed when they moved to the small town for her partner’s pb. For the first ti
me, Ashley found herself experiencing direct discrimination because of her sexual orientation
. Some of it was particularly hurtful. Landlords would not rent to them. Ashley, who is a hi
ghly trained professional, had a great deal of difficulty finding a new pb.

When Nathan asked Ashley if she and her partner became discouraged or bitter about thi
s new situation, Ashley said that rather than letting it get to them, they decided to do som
ething about it. Ashley approached groups at a local college and several churches in the are
a. Together they decided to form the town’s first gay-straight alliance.

The alliance has worked successfully to educate their community about same-
sex couples. It also worked to raise awareness about the kinds of discrimination that Ashley
and her partner experienced in the town and how those could be eliminated. The alliance
has become a strong advocacy group, and it is working to attain equal rights for lesbian, ga
y, bisexual, and transgender, or LBGT individuals.

Kierns observed that this is an excellent example of how negative social forces can result

in a positive response from individuals to bring about social change (Kierns 2011).

1.2.4 Summary

Sociology is the systematic study of society and social interaction. In order to carry out their
studies, sociologists identify cultural patterns and social forces and determine how they affe

ct individuals and groups. They also develop ways to apply their findings to the real world.
1.2.5 Section Quiz

Which of the following best describes sociology as a subpct?
a. The study of individual behavior



b. The study of cultures

c. The study of society and social interaction
d. The study of economics
Answers
C
C. Wright Mills once said that sociologists need to develop a sociological ______ to st
udy how society affects individuals.
a. culture
b. imagination
c. method
d. tool
Answers

B
A sociologist defines society as a group of people who reside in a defined area, share a c

ulture, and who:

a. interact
b. work in the same industry
c. speak different languages
d. practice a recognized religion
Answers
A
Seeing patterns means that a sociologist needs to be able to:
a. compare the behavior of individuals from different societies
b. compare one society to another
c. identify similarities in how social groups respond to social pressure
d. compare individuals to groups
Answers

C

1.2.6 Short Anhswer

What do you think C. Wright Mills meant when he said that to be a sociologist, one had
to develop a sociological imagination?

Describe a situation in which a choice you made was influenced by societal pressures.

1.2.9 Glossary



culture

a group’s shared practices, values, and belie fs
figuration

the process of simultaneously analyzing the behavior of an individual and the society

that shapes that behavior
reification

an error of treating an abstract concept as though it has a real, material existence
society

a group of people who live in a defined geographical area who interact with one an

other and who share a common culture
sociological imagination

the ability to understand how your own past relates to that of other people, as well

as to history in general and societal structures in particular
sociology

the systematic study of society and social interaction

1.3 The History of Sociology

. Explain why sociology emerged when it did

. Describe how sociology became a separate academic discipline

People have been thinking like sociologists long before sociology became a separate academic di
scipline: Plato and Aristotle, Confucius, Khaldun, and Voltaire all set the stage for modern sociol
ogy. (Photos (a),(b),(d) courtesy of Wikimedia Commons; Photo (c) courtesy of Moumou82/Wik



imedia Commons)‘

Since ancient times, people have been fascinated by the relationship between individuals a
nd the societies to which they belong. Many topics studied in modern sociology were also st
udied by ancient philosophers in their desire to describe an ideal society, including theories
of social conflict, economics, social cohesion, and power (Hannoum 2003).

In the thirteenth century, Ma Tuan-
Lin, a Chinese historian, first recognized social dynamics as an underlying component of his
torical development in his seminal encyclopedia, General Study of Liferary Remains. The nex
t century saw the emergence of the historian some consider to be the world’s first sociologis
t: Ibn Khaldun (1332—
1406) of Tunisia. He wrote about many topics of interest today, setting a foundation for bot
h modern sociology and economics, including a theory of social conflict, a comparison of no
madic and sedentary life, a description of political economy, and a study connecting a tribe’
s social cohesion to its capacity for power (Hannoum 2003).

In the eighteenth century, Age of Enlightenment philosophers developed general principle

s that could be used to explain social life. Thinkers such as John Locke, Voltaire, Inmanuel



Kant, and Thomas Hobbes responded to what they saw as social ills by writing on topics th
at they hoped would lead to social reform. Mary Wollstonecraft (1759—

1797) wrote about women’s conditions in society. Her works were long ignored by the male

academic structure, but since the 1970s, Wollstonecraft has been widely considered the first f
eminist thinker of consequence.

The early nineteenth century saw great changes with the Industrial Revolution, increased
mobility, and new kinds of employment. It was also a time of great social and political uph
eaval with the rise of empires that exposed many people—for the first time—
to societies and cultures other than their own. Millions of people moved into cities and man

y people turned away from their traditional religious beliefs.

1.3.1 Creating a Discipline

1.3.1.1 Auguste Comte (1798-1857)

Auguste Comte played an important role in the development of sociology as a recognized discipl
ine. (Photo courtesy of Wikimedia Commons)

The term sociology was first coined in 1780 by the French essayist Emmanuel-
Joseph Sieyus (1748—
1836) in an unpublished manuscript (Faurii et al. 1999). In 1838, the term was reinvented by
Auguste Comte (1798—
1857). Comte originally studied to be an engineer, but later became a pupil of social philosop
her Claude Henri de Rouvroy Comte de Saint-Simon (1760—
1825). They both thought that social scientists could study society using the same scientific



methods utilized in natural sciences. Comte also believed in the potential of social scientists
to work toward the betterment of society. He held that once scholars identified the laws tha
t governed society, sociologists could address problems such as poor education and poverty (
Abercrombie et al. 2000).

Comte named the scientific study of social patterns positivism. He described his philosoph
y in a series of books called 7/e Course in Posttive Phrosop/y(1830—
1842) and A General View of FPositivisin (1848). He believed that using scientific methods to r
eveal the laws by which societies and individuals interact would usher in a new "positivist"

age of history.

1.3.1.2 Harriet Martineau (1802-1876)—
the First Woman Sociologist

Harriet Martineau was a writer who addressed a wide range of social science issues. She wa
s an early observer of social practices, including economics, social class, religion, suicide, gov
ernment, and women’s rights. Her writing career began in 1831 with a series of stories titled
Hlustrations of Political Economy, in which she tried to educate ordinary people about the
principles of economics (Johnson 2003).

Martineau was the first to translate Comte’s writing from French to English and thereby i
ntroduced sociology to English-
speaking scholars (Hill 1991). She is also credited with the first systematic methodological int
ernational comparisons of social institutions in two of her most famous sociological works: S
octety in America (1837) and Refrospect of Western Travel/ (1838). Martineau found the worki
ngs of capitalism at odds with the professed moral principles of people in the United States;
she pointed out the faults with the free enterprise system in which workers were exploited
and impoverished while business owners became wealthy. She further noted that the belief
in all being created equal was inconsistent with the lack of women’s rights. Much like Mary
Wollstonecraft, Martineau was often discounted in her own time by the male domination of

academic sociology.

1.3.1.3 Karl Marx (1818-1883)



Karl Marx was one of the founders of sociology. His ideas about social conflict are still relevant t
oday. (Photo courtesy of John Mayall/Wikimedia Commons)

Karl Marx (1818—
1883) was a German philosopher and economist. In 1848 he and Friedrich Engels (1820—
1895) coauthored the Communist Manifesto. This book is one of the most influential political
manuscripts in history. It also presents Marx’s theory of society, which differed from what
Comte proposed.

Marx re pcted Comte’s positivism. He believed that societies grew and changed as a result
of the struggles of different social classes over the means of production. At the time he was
developing his theories, the Industrial Revolution and the rise of capitalism led to great dis
parities in wealth between the owners of the factories and workers. Capitalism, an economic
system characterized by private or corporate ownership of goods and the means to produce
them, grew in many nations.

Marx predicted that inequalities of capitalism would become so extreme that workers woul
d eventually revolt. This would lead to the collapse of capitalism, which would be replaced
by communism. Communism is an economic system under which there is no private or corp
orate ownership: everything is owned communally and distributed as needed. Marx believed
that communism was a more equitable system than capitalism.

While his economic predictions may not have come true in the time frame he predicted,
Marx’s idea that social conflict leads to change in society is still one of the mapr theories u

sed in modern sociology.
1.3.1.4 Herbert Spencer (1820-1903)

In 1873, the English philosopher Herbert Spencer published 7he Study of Socivology, the first
book with the term "sociology" in the title. Spencer re pcted much of Comte’s philosophy as



well as Marx’s theory of class struggle and his support of communism. Instead, he favored
a form of government that allowed market forces to control capitalism. His work influenced

many early sociologists including Hmile Durkheim (1858—1917).
1.3.1.5 Georg Simmel (1858-1918)

Georg Simmel was a German art critic who wrote widely on social and political issues as w
ell. Simmel took an anti-

positivism stance and addressed topics such as social conflict, the function of money, individ
ual identity in city life, and the European fear of outsiders (Stapley 2010). Much of his work
focused on the micro-level theories, and it analyzed the dynamics of two-person and three-
person groups. His work also emphasized individual culture as the creative capacities of indi
viduals. Simmel’s contributions to sociology are not often included in academic histories of t
he discipline, perhaps overshadowed by his contemporaries Durkheim, Mead, and Weber (Rit
zer and Goodman 2004).

1.3.1.6 Emile Durkheim (1858-1917)

Durkheim helped establish sociology as a formal academic discipline by establishing the first
European department of sociology at the University of Bordeaux in 1895 and by publishing
his Rules of the Sociological Method in 1895. In another important work, Division of Labour
n Socrety (1893), Durkheim laid out his theory on how societies transformed from a primiti
ve state into a capitalist, industrial society. According to Durkheim, people rise to their prop
er levels in society based on belief in a meritocracy.

Durkheim believed that sociologists could study obgctive "social facts" (Poggi 2000). He al
so believed that through such studies it would be possible to determine if a society was "he
althy" or "pathological." He saw healthy societies as stable, while pathological societies experi
enced a breakdown in social norms between individuals and society.

In 1897, Durkheim attempted to demonstrate the effectiveness of his rules of social researc
h when he published a work titled Swicide. Durkheim examined suicide statistics in different
police districts to research differences between Catholic and Protestant communities. He attr
ibuted the differences to socioreligious forces rather than to individual or psychological caus

es.

1.3.1.7 George Herbert Mead (1863-1931)



George Herbert Mead was a philosopher and sociologist whose work focused on the ways in
which the mind and the self were developed as a result of social processes (Cronk n.d.) H
e argued that how an individual comes to view himself or herself is based to a very large e
xtent on interactions with others. Mead called specific individuals that impacted a person’s li
fe significant others, and he also conceptualized "generalized others" as the organized and g
eneralized attitude of a social group. Mead’s work is closely associated with the symbolic int

eractionist approach and emphasizes the micro-level of analysis.
1.3.1.8 Max Weber (1864-1920)

Prominent sociologist Max Weber established a sociology department in Germany at the Lud
wig Maximilians University of Munich in 1919. Weber wrote on many topics related to sociol
ogy including political change in Russia and social forces that affect factory workers. He is

known best for his 1904 book, 7/e Profestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism. The theory

that Weber sets forth in this book is still controversial. Some believe that Weber argued that
the beliefs of many Protestants, especially Calvinists, led to the creation of capitalism. Othe
rs interpret it as simply claiming that the ideologies of capitalism and Protestantism are com
plementary.

Weber believed that it was difficult, if not impossible, to use standard scientific methods t
o accurately predict the behavior of groups as people hoped to do. They argued that the inf
luence of culture on human behavior had to be taken into account. This even applied to the

researchers themselves, who, they believed, should be aware of how their own cultural bias
es could influence their research. To deal with this problem, Weber and Dilthey introduced t
he concept of verste/ren, a German word that means to understand in a deep way. In seeki
ng verstehen, outside observers of a social world—an entire culture or a small setting—
attempt to understand it from an insider’s point of view.

In his book 7Ze Nature of Social Action (1922), Weber described sociology as striving to "i
nterpret the meaning of social action and thereby give a causal explanation of the way in w
hich action proceeds and the effects it produces." He and other like-
minded sociologists proposed a philosophy of antipositivismwhereby social researchers would

strive for subpctivity as they worked to represent social processes, cultural norms, and soci
etal values. This approach led to some research methods whose aim was not to generalize or
predict (traditional in science), but to systematically gain an in-

depth understanding of social worlds.

The different approaches to research based on positivism or antipositivism are often consi

dered the foundation for the differences found today between quantitative sociology and qu



alitative sociology. Quantitative sociology uses statistical methods such as surveys with large
numbers of participants. Researchers analyze data using statistical techniques to see if they
can uncover patterns of human behavior. Qualitative sociology seeks to understand human b
ehavior by learning about it through in-

depth interviews, focus groups, and analysis of content sources (like books, magazines, purn

als, and popular media).

1.3.1.9 William Edward Burghardt “"W. E. B.” Du Bois (18
68-1963)

W.E.B. Du Bois is a critical figure in the development of sociology. He made lasting and pro
found contributions to the social sciences by pioneering several sociological methodologies. F
or many years though, these efforts were largely ignored and omitted from history.

His now well-
known studies introduced and implemented many of the principles that became the foundati
on for modern sociology, some 20 years before the University of Chicago developed what is
considered the first department of sociology in the United States.

Du Bois was an impressive scholar, skilled civil rights activist, prolific social scientist, and

the first African American to graduate from Harvard University with a doctorate.
Should We Raise the Minimum Wage?

In the 2014 State of the Union Address, President Obama called on Congress to raise the
national minimum wage, and he signed an executive order putting this into effect for indivi
duals working on new federal service contracts. Congress did not pass legislation to change
the national minimum wage more broadly. The result has become a national controversy, wi
th various economists taking different sides on the issue, and public protests being staged b
y several groups of minimum-wage workers.

Opponents of raising the minimum wage argue that some workers would get larger payc
hecks while others would lose their pbs, and companies would be less likely to hire new w
orkers because of the increased cost of paying them (Bernstein 2014; cited in CNN).

Proponents of raising the minimum wage contend that some pb loss would be greatly off
set by the positive effects on the economy of low-
wage workers having more income (Hassett 2014; cited in CNN).

Sociologists may consider the minimum wage issue from differing perspectives as well. Ho
w much of an impact would a minimum wage raise have for a single mother? Some might
study the economic effects, such as her ability to pay bills and keep food on the table. Othe

rs might look at how reduced economic stress could improve family relationships. Some soci



ologists might research the impact on the status of small business owners. These could all b
e examples of public sociology, a branch of sociology that strives to bring sociological dialog
ue to public forums. The goals of public sociology are to increase understanding of the socia
I factors that underlie social problems and assist in finding solutions. According to Michael
Burawoy (2005), the challenge of public sociology is to engage multiple publics in multiple

ways.
1.3.2 Summary

Sociology was developed as a way to study and try to understand the changes to society br
ought on by the Industrial Revolution in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Some of t
he earliest sociologists thought that societies and individuals’ roles in society could be studie
d using the same scientific methodologies that were used in the natural sciences, while othe
rs believed that is was impossible to predict human behavior scientifically, and still others d
ebated the value of such predictions. Those perspectives continue to be represented within s

ociology today.

1.3.3 Section Quiz

Which of the following was a topic of study in early sociology?

a. Astrology
b. Economics
c. Physics
d. History
Answers
B
Which founder of sociology believed societies changed due to class struggle?
a. Hmile Comte
b. Karl Marx
c. Plato
d. Herbert Spencer
Answers

B
The difference between positivism and antipositivism relates to:
a. whether individuals like or dislike their society

b. whether research methods use statistical data or person-to-person research



c. whether sociological studies can predict or improve society
d. all of the above

Answers
C
Which would a quantitative sociologists use to gather data?
a. A large survey
b. A literature search
c. An in-depth interview
d. A review of television programs
Answers
A
Weber believed humans could not be studied purely obpctively because they were influen
ced by:
a. drugs
b. their culture
c. their genetic makeup
d. the researcher
Answers
B

1.3.4 Short Ahswer

What do you make of Karl Marx’s contributions to sociology? What perceptions of Marx h
ave you been exposed to in your society, and how do those perceptions influence your view
s?

Do you tend to place more value on qualitative or quantitative research? Why? Does it m

atter what topic you are studying?

1.3.7 Glossary

antipositivism
the view that social researchers should strive for subpctivity as they worked to repre

sent social processes, cultural norms, and societal values
generalized others

the organized and generalized attitude of a social group
positivism

the scientific study of social patterns
qualitative sociology



in-
depth interviews, focus groups, and/or analysis of content sources as the source of its

data
quantitative sociology

statistical methods such as surveys with large numbers of participants
significant others

specific individuals that impact a person’s life
verstehen

a German word that means to understand in a deep way

1.4 Theoretical Perspectives

. Explain what sociological theories are and how they are used

. Understand the similarities and differences between structural functionalism, c

onflict theory, and symbolic interactionism
. “ .

Sociologists develop theories to explain social occurrences such as protest rallies. (Photo courtes
y of voanews.com/Wikimedia Commons)

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

For example, although suicide is generally considered an individual phenomenon, Hmile D
urkheim was interested in studying the social factors that affect it. He studied social ties wi

thin 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 end
ed their lives, and he did indeed find differences based on religion. Protestants were more li
kely to commit suicide than Catholics in Durkheim’s society, and his work supports the utili
ty of theory in sociological research.

Theories vary in scope depending on the scale of the issues that they are meant to explai
n. 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 fundamental questions such as why societies form and why t
hey change. Sociological theory is constantly evolving and should never be considered compl
ete. Classic sociological theories are still considered important and current, but new sociologi
cal 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 a
spects of social life, and these are called paradigms. Paradigmsare philosophical and theoreti
cal frameworks used within a discipline to formulate theories, generalizations, and the exper
iments performed in support of them. Three paradigms have come to dominate sociological t
hinking, because they provide useful explanations: structural functionalism, conflict theory, a

nd symbolic interactionism.

Sociological Pa Level of An
radigm alysis Focus

Structural Funct Macro or m The way each part of society functions together to contribu
ionalism id te to the whole

The way inequalities contribute to social differences and per
Conflict Theory Macro petuate differences in power

Symbolic Interac
tionism Micro One-to-one interactions and communications

Sociological Theories or PerspectivesDifferent sociological perspectives enable sociologists to
view social issues through a variety of useful lenses.

1.4.1 Functionalism



Functionalism, also called structural-

functional theory, sees society as a structure with interrelated parts designed to meet the bio
logical and social needs of the individuals in that society. Functionalism grew out of the wri
tings of English philosopher and biologist, Hebert Spencer (1820—

1903), who saw similarities between society and the human body; he argued that jist as the

various organs of the body work together to keep the body functioning, the various parts o
f society work together to keep society functioning (Spencer 1898). The parts of society that

Spencer referred to were the social institutions, or patterns of beliefs and behaviors focused

on meeting social needs, such as government, education, family, healthcare, religion, and the
economy.

Hmile Durkheim, another early sociologist, applied Spencer’s theory to explain how societi
es change and survive over time. Durkheim believed that society is a complex system of int
errelated and interdependent parts that work together to maintain stability (Durkheim 1893),

and that society is held together by shared values, languages, and symbols. He believed tha
t to study society, a sociologist must look beyond individuals to social facts such as laws, m
orals, values, religious beliefs, customs, fashion, and rituals, which all serve to govern social
life. Alfred Radcliffe-Brown (1881—

1955) defined the function of any recurrent activity as the part it played in social life as a
whole, and there fore the contribution it makes to social stability and continuity (Radcliffe-
Brown 1952). In a healthy society, all parts work together to maintain stability, a state called
dynamic equilibrium by later sociologists such as Parsons (1961).

Durkheim believed that individuals may make up society, but in order to study society, s
ociologists have to look beyond individuals to social facts. Social facts are the laws, morals,
values, religious beliefs, customs, fashions, rituals, and all of the cultural rules that govern s
ocial life (Durkheim 1895). Each of these social facts serves one or more functions within a s
ociety. For example, one function of a society’s laws may be to protect society from violence,

while another is to punish criminal behavior, while another is to preserve public health.

Another noted structural functionalist, Robert Merton (1910—

2003), pointed out that social processes often have many functions. Manifest functions are th
e consequences of a social process that are sought or anticipated, while latent functions are

the unsought consequences of a social process. A manifest function of college education, for

example, includes gaining knowledge, preparing for a career, and finding a good pb that ut
ilizes that education. Latent functions of your college years include meeting new people, par
ticipating in extracurricular activities, or even finding a spouse or partner. Another latent fu
nction of education is creating a hierarchy of employment based on the level of education a

ttained. Latent functions can be bene ficial, neutral, or harmful. Social processes that have un



desirable consequences for the operation of society are called dysfunctions. In education, exa
mples of dysfunction include getting bad grades, truancy, dropping out, not graduating, an
d not finding suitable employment.

1.4.1.1 Criticism

One criticism of the structural-

functional theory is that it can’t adequately explain social change. Also problematic is the so
mewhat circular nature of this theory; repetitive behavior patterns are assumed to have a fu
nction, yet we profess to know that they have a function only because they are repeated. F
urthermore, dysfunctions may continue, even though they don't serve a function, which see
mingly contradicts the basic premise of the theory. Many sociologists now believe that functi
onalism is no longer useful as a macro-

level theory, but that it does serve a useful purpose in some mid-level analyses.

A Global Culture?

L A

Some sociologists see the online world contributing to the creation of an emerging global culture
. Are you a part of any global communities? (Photo courtesy of quasireversible/flickr)

Sociologists around the world look closely for signs of what would be an unprecedented e
vent: the emergence of a global culture. In the past, empires such as those that existed in C
hina, Europe, Africa, and Central and South America linked people from many different cou
ntries, but those people rarely became part of a common culture. They lived too far from ea

ch other, spoke different languages, practiced different religions, and traded few goods. Tod



ay, increases in communication, travel, and trade have made the world a much smaller plac
e. 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 infor
mation over the Internet. Students can study with teachers and pupils from the other side o
f the globe. Governments find it harder to hide conditions inside their countries from the re
st of the world.

Sociologists research many different aspects of this potential global culture. Some explore t
he 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 smal
ler, less-
powerful local cultures. Yet other researchers explore how international markets and the out
sourcing 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.

1.4.2 Conflict Theory

Conflict theory looks at society as a competition for limited resources. This perspective is a
macro-
level approach most identified with the writings of German philosopher and sociologist Karl
Marx (1818—
1883), who saw society as being made up of individuals in different social classes who must
compete for social, material, and political resources such as food and housing, employment,
education, and leisure time. Social institutions like government, education, and religion re fle
ct this competition in their inherent inequalities and help maintain the unequal social struct
ure. Some individuals and organizations are able to obtain and keep more resources than ot
hers, and these "winners" use their power and influence to maintain social institutions. Seve
ral theorist suggested variations on this basic theme.

Polish-Austrian sociologist Ludwig Gumplowicz (1838—
1909) expanded on Marx’s ideas by arguing that war and conquest are the basis of civilizatio
ns. He believed that cultural and ethnic conflicts led to states being identified and defined b
y a dominant group that had power over other groups (Irving 2007).

German sociologist Max Weber agreed with Marx but also believed that, in addition to ec
onomic inequalities, inequalities of political power and social structure cause con flict. Weber

noted that different groups were affected differently based on education, race, and gender,



and that people’s reactions to inequality were moderated by class differences and rates of so
cial mobility, as well as by perceptions about the legitimacy of those in power.

German sociologist Georg Simmel (1858—
1918) believed that conflict can help integrate and stabilize a society. He said that the intensi
ty of the conflict varies depending on the emotional involvement of the parties, the degree
of solidarity within the opposing groups, and the clarity and limited nature of the goals. Si
mmel also showed that groups work to create internal solidarity, centralize power, and redu
ce dissent. Resolving conflicts can reduce tension and hostility and can pave the way for fut
ure agreements.

In the 1930s and 1940s, German philosophers, known as the Frank furt School, developed c
ritical theory as an elaboration on Marxist principles. Critical theory is an expansion of confl
ict theory and is broader than jist sociology, including other social sciences and philosophy.
A critical theory attempts to address structural issues causing inequality; it must explain wh
at’s wrong in current social reality, identify the people who can make changes, and provide
practical goals for social transformation (Horkeimer 1982).

More recently, inequality based on gender or race has been explained in a similar manner
and has identified institutionalized power structures that help to maintain inequality betwe
en groups. Janet Saltzman Chafetz (1941-
2006) presented a model of feminist theory that attempts to explain the forces that maintain
gender inequality as well as a theory of how such a system can be changed (Turner 2003).
Similarly, critical race theory grew out of a critical analysis of race and racism from a legal
point of view. Critical race theory looks at structural inequality based on white privilege an

d associated wealth, power, and prestige.

1.4.2.1 Criticism

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 e
ating habits and customs are influenced by our cultures. In the context of society, our natio
n’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 structural-
functional approach to the topic of food consumption might be interested in the role of the
agriculture industry within the nation’s economy and how this has changed from the early

days of manual-



labor farming to modern mechanized production. Another examination might study the diffe
rent functions that occur in food production: from farming and harvesting to flashy packagi
ng and mass consumerism.

A conflict theorist might be interested in the power differentials present in the regulation
of food, by exploring where people’s right to information intersects with corporations’ drive
for profit and how the government mediates those interests. Or a conflict theorist might be
interested in the power and powerlessness experienced by local farmers versus large farmin

g conglomerates, such as the documentary Food Iluc. depicts as resulting from Monsanto’s pa
tenting of seed technology. Another topic of study might be how nutrition varies between d
ifferent social classes.

A sociologist viewing food consumption through a symbolic interactionist lens would be

more interested in micro-

level 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 amon
g 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 produ
ced food).

Just as structural functionalism was criticized for focusing too much on the stability of so

cieties, conflict theory has been criticized because it tends to focus on conflict to the exclusi
on of recognizing stability. Many social structures are extremely stable or have gradually pro

gressed over time rather than changing abruptly as conflict theory would suggest.

1.4.3 Symbolic Interactionist Theory

Symbolic interactionism is a micro-
level theory that focuses on the relationships among individuals within a society. Communic
ation—the exchange of meaning through language and symbols—
is believed to be the way in which people make sense of their social worlds. Theorists Herm
an 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 "symboli
c interactionism" and outlined these basic premises: humans interact with things based on m
eanings 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 symbol
ic interactionist might propose that you learned that books are good or important in the int
eractions you had with family, friends, school, or church; maybe your family had a special r
eading time each week, getting your library card was treated as a special event, or bedtime
stories were associated with warmth and com fort.

Social scientists who apply symbolic-
interactionist thinking look for patterns of interaction between individuals. Their studies o fte
n involve observation of one-on-
one interactions. For example, while a conflict theorist studying a political protest might foc
us 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 commu
nicate their message. The focus on the importance of symbols in building a society led sociol
ogists like Erving Goffman (1922—
1982) to develop a technique called dramaturgical analysis. Goffman used theater as an analo
gy for social interaction and recognized that people’s interactions showed patterns of cultura
1 "scripts." Because it can be unclear what part a person may play in a given situation, he o
r 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 r
esearch methods, such as in-
depth interviews or participant observation, because they seek to understand the symbolic w
orlds in which research subgcts live.

Constructivism is an extension of symbolic interaction theory which proposes that reality i
s what humans cognitively construct it to be. We develop social constructs based on interact
ions with others, and those constructs that last over time are those that have meanings whi
ch are widely agreed-
upon or generally accepted by most within the society. This approach is often used to under
stand what’s defined as deviant within a society. There is no absolute de finition of deviance,
and different societies have constructed different meanings for deviance, as well as associati
ng 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 appropr
iate to keep the wallet and search for the owner yourself; turning it over to someone else, e

ven the authorities, would be considered deviant behavior.

1.4.3.1 Criticism



Research done from this perspective is often scrutinized because of the difficulty of remainin
g obgctive. Others criticize the extremely narrow focus on symbolic interaction. Proponents,

of course, consider this one of its greatest strengths.
1.4.3.2 Sociological Theory Today

These three approaches are still the main foundation of modern sociological theory, but som
e evolution has been seen. Structural-
functionalism was a dominant force after World War II and until the 1960s and 1970s. At th
at time, sociologists began to feel that structural-
functionalism did not sufficiently explain the rapid social changes happening in the United
States at that time.

Conflict theory then gained prominence, as there was renewed emphasis on institutionaliz
ed social inequality. Critical theory, and the particular aspects of feminist theory and critical
race theory, focused on creating social change through the application of sociological princi
ples, and the field saw a renewed emphasis on helping ordinary people understand sociolog
y principles, in the form of public sociology.

Postmodern social theory attempts to look at society through an entirely new lens by rep
cting previous macro-
level attempts to explain social phenomena. Generally considered as gaining acceptance in th
e late 1970s and early 1980s, postmodern social theory is a micro-
level approach that looks at small, local groups and individual reality. Its growth in popular

ity coincides with the constructivist aspects of symbolic interactionism.
1.4.4 Summary

Sociologists develop theories to explain social events, interactions, and patterns. A theory is
a proposed explanation of those social interactions. Theories have different scales. Macro-
level theories, such as structural functionalism and conflict theory, attempt to explain how s
ocieties operate as a whole. Micro-

level theories, such as symbolic interactionism, focus on interactions between individuals.
1.4.5 Section Quiz

Which of these theories is most likely to look at the social world on a micro level?

a. Structural functionalism



b. Conflict theory
c. Positivism
d. Symbolic interactionism
D
Who believed that the history of society was one of class struggle?
a Hmile Durkheim
b. Karl Marx
Erving Goffmann
George Herbert Mead

U0

B

Who coined the phrase symbolic interactionism?

a Herbert Blumer
b. Max Weber
c. Lester F. Ward
d. W. I Thomas
A
A symbolic interactionist may compare social interactions to:
a behaviors
b. con flicts
c. human organs
d. theatrical roles

D

Which research technique would most likely be used by a symbolic interactionist?

a Surveys

b. Participant observation

c. Quantitative data analysis
d. None of the above

B

1.4.6 Short Anhswer

Which theory do you think better explains how societies operate—
structural functionalism or conflict theory? Why?
Do you think the way people behave in social interactions is more like the behavior of an

imals or more like actors playing a role in a theatrical production? Why?



1.4.9 Glossary

conflict theory

a theory that looks at society as a competition for limited resources
constructivism

an extension of symbolic interaction theory which proposes that reality is what huma

ns cognitively construct it to be
dramaturgical analysis

a technique sociologists use in which they view society through the metaphor of thea

trical performance
dynamic equilibrium

a stable state in which all parts of a healthy society work together properly
dysfunctions

social patterns that have undesirable consequences for the operation of society
function

the part a recurrent activity plays in the social life as a whole and the contribution i

t makes to structural continuity
functionalism

a theoretical approach that sees society as a structure with interrelated parts designe

d to meet the biological and social needs of individuals that make up that society
grand theories

an attempt to explain large-
scale relationships and answer fundamental questions such as why societies form and

why they change
hypothesis

a testable proposition
latent functions

the unrecognized or unintended consequences of a social process
macro-level

a wide-scale view of the role of social structures within a society
manifest functions

sought consequences of a social process
micro-level theories

the study of specific relationships between individuals or small groups
paradigms

philosophical and theoretical frameworks used within a discipline to formulate theori

es, generalizations, and the experiments performed in support of them
social facts



the laws, morals, values, religious beliefs, customs, fashions, rituals, and all of the cul

tural rules that govern social life
social institutions

patterns of beliefs and behaviors focused on meeting social needs
social solidarity

the social ties that bind a group of people together such as kinship, shared location,

and religion
symbolic interactionism

a theoretical perspective through which scholars examine the relationship of individu

als within their society by studying their communication (language and symbols)
theory

a proposed explanation about social interactions or society

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

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

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 questi
on meant to be a friendly greeting. Rarely do we physically embrace or even touch the indi
vidual. In fact, doing so may be viewed with scorn or distaste, since as people in the Unite

d 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 wh
at would happen if you stopped and informed everyone who said, "Hi, how are you?" exactl
y 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, perha
ps 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, w
e examine in what situation and context certain behavior is expected, and in which situation
s perhaps it is not. These rules are created and enforced by people who interact and share c
ulture.

In everyday conversation, people rarely distinguish between the terms culfure and socwty,
but the terms have slightly different meanings, and the distinction is important to a sociolo
gist. A society describes a group of people who share a community and a culture. By "comm
unity," sociologists refer to a definable region—
as small as a neighborhood (Brooklyn, or "the east side of town"), as large as a country (Eth
iopia, the United States, or Nepal), or somewhere in between (in the United States, this mig
ht include someone who identifies with Southern or Midwestern society). To clarify, a cultur
e represents the belwfs and practices of a group, while society represents the people who sh
are those beliefs and practices. Neither society nor culture could exist without the other. In t
his chapter, we examine the relationship between culture and society in greater detail and p
ay special attention to the elements and forces that shape culture, including diversity and c
ultural changes. A final discussion touches on the different theoretical perspectives from whi

ch sociologists research culture.

3.1.1 Glossary

culture

shared beliefs, values, and practices
society

people who live in a definable community and who share a culture

3.2 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

Humans are social creatures. Since the dawn of Howio saprens nearly 250,000 years ago, p
eople have grouped together into communities in order to survive. Living together, people f
orm 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 Uni
ted States, the maprity of people shop once a week at supermarkets, filling large carts to th
e brim. How would a Parisian perceive US. shopping behaviors that Americans take for gra
nted?

Almost every human behavior, from shopping to marriage to expressions of feelings, is lea
rned. In the United States, people tend to view marriage as a choice between two people, ba
sed on mutual feelings of love. In other nations and in other times, marriages have been arr
anged through an intricate process of interviews and negotiations between entire families. T
0 someone raised in the United States, arranged marriages may seem strange or even wrong
. Conversely, someone whose marriage was arranged might be perplexed with the idea of pe
ople choosing their own spouse without guidance from others. In both cases, a person from
one culture may have misconceptions about the customs of the other. In other words, the w
ay 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 rule
s 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 si

mple as commuting to work evidences a great deal of cultural propriety.



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 i

n Dublin, Cairo, Mumbai, or San Francisco, many behaviors will be the same, but significant
differences also arise between cultures. Typically, a passenger will 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. A
nd when boarding a commuter train in Mumbai, passengers must squeeze into overstuffed c
ars amid a lot of pushing and shoving on the crowded platforms. That kind of behavior wo
uld 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 sp
ace, for example) and tangible things (bus stops, trains, and seating capacity). Material cultur
e refers to the obpcts 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 so

ciety. Material and nonmaterial aspects of culture are linked, and physical obgcts often sym
bolize cultural ideas. A metro pass is a material obpct, but it represents a form of nonmateri
al culture, namely, capitalism, and the acceptance of paying for transportation. Clothing, hai
rstyles, and pwelry are part of material culture, but the appropriateness of wearing certain

clothing for specific events reflects nonmaterial culture. A school building belongs to materia



I culture, but the teaching methods and educational standards are part of education’s nonma
terial 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 differen
t parts of the world, certain material and nonmaterial aspects of culture become dramatically
un familiar. What happens when we encounter different cultures? As we interact with cultur
es other than our own, we become more aware of the differences and commonalities betwee

n others” worlds and our own.

3.2.1 Cultural Universals

Often, a comparison of one culture to another will reveal obvious differences. But all culture
s also share common elements. Cultural universals are patterns or traits that are globally co

mmon to all societies. One example of a cultural universal is the family unit: every human s
ociety recognizes a family structure that regulates sexual reproduction and the care of childr
en. Even so, how that family unit is defined and how it functions vary. In many Asian cult
ures, for example, family members from all generations commonly live together in one hous
ehold. In these cultures, young adults continue to live in the extended household family str
ucture until they marry and pin their spouse’s household, or they may remain and raise th

eir 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 c
ustoms like funeral rites, weddings, and celebrations of births. However, each culture may v
iew 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 rese
arch, Murdock identified other universals including language, the concept of personal names
, and, interestingly, pkes. 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 hu

man interaction because it helps individuals navigate otherwise tense situations.
Is Music a Cultural Universal?

Imagine that you are sitting in a theater, watching a film. The movie opens with the her
oine sitting on a park bench with a grim expression on her face. Cue the music. The first sl
ow and mournful notes play in a minor key. As the melody continues, the heroine turns he

r head and sees a man walking toward her. The music slowly gets louder, and the dissonan



ce of the chords sends a prickle of fear running down your spine. You sense that the heroi
ne 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.

Music has the ability to evoke emotional responses. In television shows, movies, even com
mercials, music elicits laughter, sadness, or fear. Are these types of musical cues cultural uni
versals?

In 2009, a team of psychologists, led by Thomas Fritz of the Max Planck Institute for Hu
man Cognitive and Brain Sciences in Leipzig, Germany, studied people’s reactions to music t
hat they’d never heard (Fritz et al. 2009). The research team traveled to Cameroon, Africa, a
nd asked Mafa tribal members to listen to Western music. The tribe, isolated from Western c
ulture, 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 pie
ce, 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, s
ince music is largely nonverbal, the sounds of music can cross societal boundaries more easil
y than words. Music allows people to make connections, where language might be a more d
ifficult barricade. As Fritz and his team found, music and the emotions it conveys can be cu

Itural universals.

3.2.2 Ethnocentrism and Cultural Relativism

Despite how much humans have in common, cultural differences are far more prevalent tha
n cultural universals. For example, while all cultures have language, analysis of particular la
nguage structures and conversational etiquette reveal tremendous differences. In some Middl
e Eastern cultures, it is common to stand close to others in conversation. North Americans k
eep more distance and maintain a large "personal space." Even something as simple as eatin
g 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 Bu
tter tea, a staple in Tibet.

The way cuisines vary across cultures fascinates many people. Some travelers pride themse
lves on their willingness to try unfamiliar foods, like celebrated food writer Anthony Bourda
in, while others return home expressing gratitude for their native culture’s fare. Often, peop
le in the United States express disgust at other cultures’ 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 j
udging another culture based on how it compares to one’s own cultural norms. Ethnocentris
m, as sociologist William Graham Sumner (1906) described the term, involves a belief or attit
ude that one’s own culture is better than all others. Almost everyone is a little bit ethnocent
ric. 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 st
andard 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 com
munity pride, for example, connects people in a society. But ethnocentrism can lead to disda
in 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, beg

un in the sixteenth century, was often accompanied by a severe cultural imperialism. Europe
an colonizers often viewed the people in the lands they colonized as uncultured savages wh
o 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 overl
ooking indigenous varieties and agricultural approaches that are better suited to the particul
ar 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 interrupti
ons in class as other students ask questions—

a practice that is considered rude in China. Perhaps the Chicago traveler was initially captiv



ated 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 c

ulture, their excitement gives way to discomfort and doubts about how to behave appropriat
ely in the new situation. Eventually, as people learn more about a culture, they recover fro

m culture shock.

Culture shock may appear because people aren’t always expecting cultural differences. Ant
hropologist Ken Barger (1971) discovered this when he conducted a participatory observation
in an Inuit community in the Canadian Arctic. Originally from Indiana, Barger hesitated w
hen invited to pin a local snowshoe race. He knew he’d never hold his own against these e
xperts. Sure enough, he finished last, to his mortification. But the tribal members congratulat
ed him, saying, "You really tried!" In Barger's own culture, he had learned to value victory.
To the Inuit people, winning was en pyable, but their culture valued survival skills essentia
I 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 ta
ke 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 m

uch more important than winning.

During his time with the Inuit tribe, Barger learned to engage in cultural relativism. Cult
ural relativism is the practice of assessing a culture by its own standards rather than viewin
g it through the lens of one’s own culture. Practicing cultural relativism requires an open m
ind and a willingness to consider, and even adapt to, new values and norms. However, indi
scriminately embracing everything about a new culture is not always possible. Even the mos
t 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 su
ch as Ethiopia and Sudan should be accepted as a part of cultural tradition. Sociologists atte
mpting 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 opposit
e of ethnocentrism, and refers to the belief that another culture is superior to one’s own. (T
he Greek root word xreno, pronounced "ZEE-

n

no," means "stranger" or "foreign guest.") An exchange student who goes home after a seme

ster 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 o
r nobler way of living.

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 t
o imposing its values on others. And an appreciation for another culture shouldn't preclude

individuals from studying it with a critical eye.
Overcoming Culture Shock

During her summer vacation, Caitlin flew from Chicago to Madrid to visit Maria, the exc
hange student she’d befriended the previous semester. In the airport, she heard rapid, music
al Spanish being spoken all around her. Exciting as it was, she felt isolated and disconnecte
d. 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 subpct in Caitlin’s house. They served wine and toasted their

honored guest. Caitlin had trouble interpreting her hosts’ facial expressions, and didn't reali
ze she should make the next toast. That night, Caitlin crawled into a strange bed, wishing s
he 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 accompa
ny 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 throug
h 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 h
appen in one’s own country, state, or even hometown. Anthropologist Kalervo Oberg (1960) i
s 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 a
nd used different regional expressions. There was new food to digest, new daily schedules t
o follow, and new rules of etiquette to learn. Living with this constant stress can make peo
ple feel incompetent and insecure. People react to frustration in a new culture, Oberg found
, by initially re pcting 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 id
entifying 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 cl
assmate Sanai. Sanai had been forced to flee war-
torn Bosnia with her family when she was fifteen. After two weeks in Spain, Caitlin had de
veloped a bit more compassion and understanding for what those people had gone through.

She understood that ad justing to a new culture takes time. It can take weeks or months to
recover from culture shock, and it can take years to fully ad jist 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 co
mfort zone. She’d learned a lot about Spain, but she’d also discovered a lot about herself an

d her own culture.

f OledSidorenkof/flickr)

3.2.3 Summary

Though "society" and "culture" are often used interchangeably, they have different meanings
. A society is a group of people sharing a community and culture. Culture generally describ

es the shared behaviors and beliefs of these people, and includes material and nonmaterial e



lements.. Our experience of cultural difference is influenced by our ethnocentrism and xenoc

entrism. Sociologists try to practice cultural relativism.

3.2.4 Section Quiz

The terms and are often used interchangeably, but h

ave nuances that differentiate them.

a imperialism and relativism

b. culture and society

c. society and ethnocentrism

d. ethnocentrism and xenocentrism
Answer

B

The American flag is a material obpct that denotes the United States of America; however
, there are certain connotations that many associate with the flag, like bravery and freedom.

In this example, what are bravery and freedom?

a Symbols
b. Language
c. Material culture
d. Nonmaterial culture
Answer
D
The belief that one’s culture is inferior to another culture is called:
a ethnocentrism
b. nationalism
c. xenocentrism
d. imperialism
Answer
C

Rodney and Elise are US. students studying abroad in Italy. When they are introduced to
their host families, the families kiss them on both cheeks. When Rodney’s host brother intr
oduces himself and kisses Rodney on both cheeks, Rodney pulls back in surprise. Where he
is from, unless they are romantically involved, men do not kiss one another. This is an exa
mple of:
a. culture shock

b. imperialism



c. ethnocentrism

d. xenocentrism
Answer

A
Most cultures have been found to identify laughter as a sign of humor, py, or pleasure.

Likewise, most cultures recognize music in some form. Music and laughter are examples of:

a relativism

b. ethnocentrism

c. xenocentrism

d. universalism
Answer

D

3.2.5 Short Anhswer

Examine the difference between material and nonmaterial culture in your world. Identify
ten obpcts that are part of your regular cultural experience. For each, then identify what as
pects of nonmaterial culture (values and beliefs) that these obpcts represent. What has this e
xercise revealed to you about your culture?

Do you feel that feelings of ethnocentricity or xenocentricity are more prevalent in U.S. c

ulture? Why do you believe this? What issues or events might inform this?

3.2.8 Glossary

cultural imperialism

the deliberate imposition of one’s own cultural values on another culture
cultural relativism

the practice of assessing a culture by its own standards, and not in comparison to an

other culture
cultural universals

patterns or traits that are globally common to all societies
culture shock

an experience of personal disorientation when confronted with an unfamiliar way of
life

ethnocentrism
the practice of evaluating another culture according to the standards of one’s own cu

Iture
material culture



the obgcts or belongings of a group of people
nonmaterial culture

the ideas, attitudes, and beliefs of a society
xenocentrism

a belief that another culture is superior to one’s own

3.3 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

3.3.1 Values and Beliefs

The first, and perhaps most crucial, elements of culture we will discuss are its values and be
liefs. Values are a culture’s standard for discerning what is good and jist 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 commonl
y believe in the American Dream—

that anyone who works hard enough will be successful and wealthy. Underlying this belie f
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, sou
ght or avoided. Consider the value that the United States places upon youth. Children repre
sent 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 surgerie
s to look young and beautiful. The United States also has an individualistic culture, meanin
g people place a high value on individuality and independence. In contrast, many other cult
ures are collectivist, meaning the welfare of the group and group relationships are a primar
y value.

Living up to a culture’s values can be difficult. It's easy to value good health, but it's har
d to quit smoking. Marital monogamy is valued, but many spouses engage in infidelity. Cult
ural 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 peo

ple 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 soc
ial workers constantly strive to prevent or repair those accidents, crimes, and in justices. Ame
rican teenagers are encouraged to value celibacy. However, the number of unplanned pregn
ancies 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 puni
shments. When people observe the norms of society and uphold its values, they are often re
warded. 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 s
anction certain behaviors by giving their support, approval, or permission, or by instilling fo
rmal 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 paren
ts and teachers. From a criminal jistice perspective, properly used social control is also inex
pensive crime control. Utilizing social control approaches pushes most people to conform to s
ocietal 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 elder
ly woman aside to board the bus first may receive frowns or even a scolding from other pa
ssengers. A business manager who drives away customers will likely be fired. Breaking nor
ms and re pcting values can lead to cultural sanctions such as earning a 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, debat
e, and change collective societal beliefs. Values also vary from culture to culture. For exampl
e, cultures differ in their values about what kinds of physical closeness are appropriate in p
ublic. It’s rare to see two male friends or coworkers holding hands in the United States whe
re 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 wh
en people reacted to photos of former president George W. Bush holding hands with the Cr
own Prince of Saudi Arabia in 2005. A simple gesture, such as hand-

holding, carries great symbolic differences across cultures.
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In many parts of Africa and the Middle East, it is considered normal for men to hold hands in frie
ndship. How would Americans react to these two soldiers? (Photo courtesy of Geordie Mott/Wik
imedia Commons)

3.3.2 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 i
nvisible rules of conduct through which societies are structured, or what sociologists call nor
ms. Normsde fine how to behave in accordance with what a society has defined as good, rig
ht, and important, and most members of the society adhere to them.

Formal norms are established, written rules. They are behaviors worked out and agreed u
pon in order to suit and serve the most people. Laws are formal norms, but so are employe
e 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 th
ey are the most strictly enforced. But even formal norms are enforced to varying degrees an
d are reflected in cultural values.

For example, money is highly valued in the United States, so monetary crimes are punish
ed. 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 ca
rs. A less strictly enforced social norm is driving while intoxicated. While it's against the la

w to drive drunk, drinking is for the most part an acceptable social behavior. And though t



here 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. S
ome 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 so
meone 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 the
y 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 informal

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

Sociologist Harold Garfinkel (1917—

2011) studied people’s customs in order to find out how societal rules and norms not only in
fluenced behavior but also shaped social order. He believed that members of society together
create a social order (Weber 2011). His resulting book, Studsws 7n Ethnomethodology, publish
ed 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 th
e 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 progres

s. If the breach is successful, however, these "innocent bystanders" will respond in some wa
y. 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 expre
ssions 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 o
f social etiquette, and see what happens.

To conduct his ethnomethodology, Garfinkel deliberately imposed strange behaviors on un
knowing 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 flabbergaste
d and did not know how to continue. The second player’s reactions of outrage, anger, puzzl

ement, 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 eac
h 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 yo
u like her shoes. It's not OK to ask if you can try them on. It's OK to stand in line 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 experime
nter might strike up a conversation in a public bathroom, where it's common to respect eac
h other’s privacy so fiercely as to ignore other people’s presence. In a grocery store, an expe
rimenter might take a food item out of another person’s grocery cart, saying, "That looks go
od! 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 cas

es, the bystanders are pressured to respond, and their discomfort illustrates how much we d
epend on social norms. Breaching experiments uncover and explore the many unwritten soci
al 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 for
mal norms. In the United States, for instance, murder is considered immoral, and it's punish
able by law (a formal norm). But more often, mores are jidged and guarded by public senti
ment (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 US. school system require that a s
tudent’s writing be in the student’s own words or use special forms (such as quotation mark
s 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 expulsi
on.

Unlike mores, folkways are norms without any moral underpinnings. Rather, folkways dir
ect 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
aT-

shirt and sandals to an event. In Canada, women can smile and say hello to men on the str
eet. In Egypt, that's not acceptable. In regions in the southern United States, bumping into a

n 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 open for a stranger or giving someone a gift on their birthday. The rules regarding th
ese folkways may change from culture to culture.

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

a given culture.

3.3.3 Symbols and Language

Humans, consciously and subconsciously, are always striving to make sense of their surroun
ding world. Symbols—such as gestures, signs, obpcts, signals, and words—

help people understand that world. They provide clues to understanding experiences by con
veying recognizable meanings that are shared by societies.

The world is filled with symbols. Sports uniforms, company logos, and traffic signs are sy
mbols. In some cultures, a gold ring is a symbol of marriage. Some symbols are highly funct
ional; stop signs, for instance, provide use ful instruction. As physical obgcts, 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, o
r gold medals, for example, serve no other purpose than to represent accomplishments. But
many obpgcts have both material and nonmaterial symbolic value.

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

It'’s easy to take symbols for granted. Few people challenge or even think about stick figu
re signs on the doors of public bathrooms. But those figures are more than jist symbols tha
t tell men and women which bathrooms to use. They also uphold the value, in the United S
tates, that public restrooms should be gender exclusive. Even though stalls are relatively pri

vate, most places don’t offer unisex bathrooms.



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)

EWBITRE
ITREHEIT A

Symbols often get noticed when they are out of context. Used unconventionally, they con
vey strong messages. A stop sign on the door of a corporation makes a political statement, a
s does a camou flage military jicket worn in an antiwar protest. Together, the semaphore sig
nals for "N" and "D" represent nuclear disarmament—and form the well-
known peace sign (Westcott 2008). Today, some college students have taken to wearing paj
mas 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 an

d makes a statement.



Even the destruction of symbols is symbolic. Effigies representing public figures are burne
d to demonstrate anger at certain leaders. In 1989, crowds tore down the Berlin Wall, a deca
des-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: la
nguage. Language is a symbolic system through which people communicate and through wh
ich culture is transmitted. Some languages contain a system of symbols used for written com
munication, while others rely on only spoken communication and nonverbal actions.

Societies often share a single language, and many languages contain the same basic eleme
nts. An alphabet is a written system made of symbolic shapes that refer to spoken sound. T
aken together, these symbols convey specific meanings. The English alphabet uses a combina
tion 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 yo
u refer to a can of carbonated liquid as "soda," pop," or "Coke"? Is a household entertainme

nn

nt 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, p
eople have adapted almost instantly to new nouns such as "e-
mail" and "Internet," and verbs such as "downloading," "texting," and "blogging." Twenty ye
ars ago, the general public would have considered these nonsense words.

Even while it constantly evolves, language continues to shape our reality. This insight wa
s established in the 1920s by two linguists, Edward Sapir and Ben jimin Whorf. They believe
d that reality is culturally determined, and that any interpretation of reality is based on a s
ociety’s language. To prove this point, the sociologists argued that every language has word
s or expressions specific to that language. In the United States, for example, the number thir
teen 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 lang
uage, 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 langua
ge 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 hav
ing conflicting positive and negative feelings about one issue. Essentially, the hypothesis arg

ues, 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 communicat
ion 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 py, and crying often represents s
adness. 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 o

nn

n how it's done and for whom. It may mean "hello," "goodbye," "no thank you," or "I'm roy
alty." 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 t
wo people in conversation jist by watching their body language and facial expressions. Furr
owed brows and folded arms indicate a serious topic, possibly an argument. Smiles, with he

ads lifted and arms open, suggest a lighthearted, friendly chat.
Is the United States Bilingual?

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 he
r classmates who spoke only Spanish at home were lucky. According to the U.S. Census, 13.8
percent of US. 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 i
n school. In 2008, researchers from Johns Hopkins University conducted a series of studies o
n 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 Englis
h.

Technically, the United States has no official language. But many believe English to be th
e 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 huma
n 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 offi
cial 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 19
70, a time when the United States experienced new waves of immigration from Asia and Me
xico.

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, an
d the safety warnings could be presented in multiple languages. While marketers are financi
ally 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 US. immigrants eventually abandon their native tongues and beco
me 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 Spanish, Lucy is studying law enforce
ment—

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.
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Nowadays, many signs—

on streets and in stores—
include both English and Spanish. What effect does this have on members of society? What effec
t does it have on our culture? (Photo courtesy of istolethetv/flickr)

3.3.4 Summary



A culture consists of many elements, such as the values and beliefs of its society. Culture is
also governed by norms, including laws, mores, and folkways. The symbols and language of

a society are key to developing and conveying culture.

3.3.5 Section Quiz

A nation’s flag is:

a. A symbol

b. A value

c. A culture

d. A folkway
Answer

A

The existence of social norms, both formal and informal, is one of the main things that in

form ______ , otherwise known as a way to encourage social conformity.
a values
b. sanctions
c. social control
d. mores
Answer
C

The biggest difference between mores and folkways is that

a. mores are primarily linked to morality, whereas folkways are primarily linked

to being commonplace within a culture

b. mores are absolute, whereas folkways are temporary

c. mores refer to material culture, whereas folkways refer to nonmaterial culture

d. mores refer to nonmaterial culture, whereas folkways refer to material culture
Answer

A

The notion that people cannot feel or experience something that they do not have a word

for can be explained by:

a. lin guistics
b. Sapir-Whorf
c. Ethnographic imagery
d. bilingualism
Answer

B



Cultural sanctions can also be viewed as ways that society:

a Establishes leaders

b. Determines language

c. Regulates behavior

d. Determines laws
Answer

C

3.3.6 Short Anhswer

What do you think of the Sapir-
Whorf hypothesis? Do you agree or disagree with it? Cite examples or research to support y
our point of view.

How do you think your culture would exist if there were no such thing as a social "nor

m"? Do you think chaos would ensue or relative peace could be kept? Explain.

3.3.9 Glossary

beliefs

tenets or convictions that people hold to be true
folkways

direct, appropriate behavior in the day-to-day practices and expressions of a culture
formal norms

established, written rules
ideal culture

the standards a society would like to embrace and live up to
informal norms

casual behaviors that are generally and widely conformed to
language

a symbolic system of communication
mores

the moral views and principles of a group
norms

the visible and invisible rules of conduct through which societies are structured
real culture

the way society really is based on what actually occurs and exists
sanctions

a way to authorize or formally disapprove of certain behaviors

Sapir-Whorf hypothesis



the way that people understand the world based on their form of language
social control

a way to encourage conformity to cultural norms
symbols

gestures or obgcts that have meanings associated with them that are recognized by p

eople who share a culture
values

a culture’s standard for discerning what is good and jist in society

3.4 Pop Culture, Subculture, and Cultu
ral Change

. 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

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 n
atural that a young woman from rural Kenya would have a very different view of the worl
d from an elderly man in Mumbai—
one of the most populated cities in the world. Additionally, each culture has its own interna
I variations. Sometimes the differences between cultures are not nearly as large as the differ

ences inside cultures.

3.4.1 High Culture and Popular Culture

Do you prefer listening to opera or hip hop music? Do you like watching horse racing or N
ASCAR? Do you read books of poetry or celebrity magazines? In each pair, one type of ente
rtainment is considered high-brow and the other low-
brow. Sociologists use the term high culture to describe the pattern of cultural experiences a
nd 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 ten
ds 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 e
xist 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 m
edia 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. Y
ou can share a discussion of favorite football teams with a new coworker or comment on A
merican ldo/ 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 to
day would be familiar with it.

Although high culture may be viewed as superior to popular culture, the labels of high c
ulture and popular culture vary over time and place. Shakespearean plays, considered pop c
ulture when they were written, are now part of our society’s high culture. Five hundred ye

ars from now, will our descendants associate Breaking Bud with the cultural elite?

3.4.2 Subculture and Counterculture

A subculture is jist what it sounds like—
a smaller cultural group within a larger culture; people of a subculture are part of the large
r culture but also share a specific identity within a smaller group.

Thousands of subcultures exist within the United States. Ethnic and racial groups share th
e language, food, and customs of their heritage. Other subcultures are united by shared exp
eriences. Biker culture revolves around a dedication to motorcycles. Some subcultures are for
med by members who possess traits or preferences that differ from the maprity 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, a
dolescents 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 ban
d together, they still identify with and participate in the larger society.

Sociologists distinguish subcultures from countercultures, which are a type of subculture t
hat re pcts 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 lar
ger society by developing their own set of rules and norms to live by, sometimes even creat
ing communities that operate outside of greater society.

Cults, a word derived from culture, are also considered counterculture groups. The group
"Yearning for Zion" (YFZ) in Eldorado, Texas, existed outside the mainstream and the limelig

ht, until its leader was accused of statutory rape and underage marriage. The sect’s formal



norms clashed too severely to be tolerated by US. law, and in 2008, authorities raided the c

ompound and removed more than two hundred women and children from the property.
The Evolution of American Hipster Subculture

Skinny pans, chunky glasses, and T-shirts with vintage logos—

the American hipster is a recognizable figure in the modern United States. Based predominat
ely in metropolitan areas, sometimes clustered around hotspots such as the Williamsburg nei
ghborhood in New York City, hipsters define themselves through a re pction of the mainstre
am. As a subculture, hipsters spurn many of the values and beliefs of US. culture and prefe
r vintage clothing to fashion and a bohemian lifestyle to one of wealth and power. While hi
pster culture may seem to be the new trend among young, middle-

class youth, the history of the group stretches back to the early decades of the 1900s.

Where did the hipster culture begin? In the early 1940s, jizz music was on the rise in the
United States. Musicians were known as "hepcats" and had a smooth, relaxed quality that
went against upright, mainstream life. Those who were "hep" or "hip" lived by the code of j
azz, while those who were "square" lived according to society’s rules. The idea of a "hipster"

was born.

The hipster movement spread, and young people, drawn to the music and fashion, took o
n attitudes and language derived from the culture of jizz. Unlike the vernacular of the day,
hipster slang was purpose fully ambiguous. When hipsters said, "It's cool, man," they meant

not that everything was good, but that it was the way it was.

In the 1940s, U.S. hipsters were associated with the “cool” culture of jazz. (Photo courtesy of Wi
Iliam P. Gottlieb/Ira and Leonore S. Gershwin Fund Collection, Music Division, Library of Cong
ress)



By the 1950s, the pzz culture was winding down and many traits of hepcat culture were
becoming mainstream. A new subculture was on the rise. The "Beat Generation," a title coin
ed by writer Jack Kerouac, were anticonformist and antimaterialistic. They were writers who

listened to jizz and embraced radical politics. They bummed around, hitchhiked the countr
y, and lived in squalor.

The lifestyle spread. College students, clutching copies of Kerouac’s On the Road, dressed
in berets, black turtlenecks, and black-
rimmed glasses. Women wore black leotards and grew their hair long. Herb Caen, a San Fra
ncisco purnalist, used the suffix from Spufnzk 17, the Russian satellite that orbited Earth in 1
957, to dub the movement’s followers "Beatniks."

As the Beat Generation faded, a new, related movement began. It too focused on breaking
social boundaries, but it also advocated freedom of expression, philosophy, and love. It took
its name from the generations before; in fact, some theorists claim that Beats themselves coi
ned the term to describe their children. Over time, the "little hipsters" of the 1970s became

known simply as "hippies."

Today’s generation of hipsters rose out of the hippie movement in the same way that hip
pies rose from Beats and Beats from hepcats. Although contemporary hipsters may not seem
to have much in common with 1940s hipsters, the emulation of nonconformity is still there.
In 2010, sociologist Mark Greif set about investigating the hipster subculture of the United
States and found that much of what tied the group members together was not based on fas
hion, musical taste, or even a specific point of contention with the mainstream. "All hipsters
play at being the inventors or first adopters of novelties," Greif wrote. "Pride comes from k
nowing, and deciding, what’s cool in advance of the rest of the world. Yet the habits of hat
red and accusation are endemic to hipsters because they feel the weakness of everyone’s pos

ition—
including their own" (Greif 2010). Much as the hepcats of the jizz era opposed common cult
ure with carefully crafted appearances of coolness and relaxation, modern hipsters re pct mai
nstream values with a purposeful apathy.

Young people are often drawn to oppose mainstream conventions, even if in the same wa
y that others do. Ironic, cool to the point of noncaring, and intellectual, hipsters continue to

embody a subculture, while simultaneously impacting mainstream culture.



Intellectual and trendy, today’s hipsters define themselves through cultural irony. (Photo courtes
y of Lorena Cupcake/Wikimedia Commons)

3.4.3 Cultural Change

As the hipster example illustrates, culture is always evolving. Moreover, new things are add
ed to material culture every day, and they affect nonmaterial culture as well. Cultures chan
ge 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).
3.4.3.1 Innovation: Discovery and Invention

An innovation refers to an obgct or concept’s initial appearance in society—

it’s innovative because it is markedly new. There are two ways to come across an innovative
obgct or idea: discover it or invent it. Discoveries make known previously unknown but ex
isting aspects of reality. In 1610, when Galileo looked through his telescope and discovered S
aturn, the planet was already there, but until then, no one had known about it. When Chris
topher Columbus encountered America, the land was, of course, already well known to its i
nhabitants. However, Columbus’s discovery was new knowledge for Europeans, and it opene
d the way to changes in European culture, as well as to the cultures of the discovered land

s. For example, new foods such as potatoes and tomatoes transformed the European diet, an



d horses brought from Europe changed hunting practices of Native American tribes of the G
reat Plains.

Inventions result when something new is formed from existing obgcts 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, la
mps, radios, telephones, and televisions were all new inventions. Inventions may shape a cul
ture 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 sh
ape) cultural values, and their use may require new norms for new situations.

Consider the introduction of modern communication technology, such as mobile phones a
nd smartphones. As more and more people began carrying these devices, phone conversation
s no longer were restricted to homes, offices, and phone booths. People on trains, in restaur
ants, 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 ide
a that those who are out in the world should pay attention to their companions and surrou
ndings. However, technology enabled a workaround: texting, which enables quiet communic
ation and has surpassed phoning as the chief way to meet today’s highly valued ability to s
tay in touch anywhere, everywhere.

When the pace of innovation increases, it can lead to generation gaps. Technological gadg
ets that catch on quickly with one generation are sometimes dismissed by a skeptical older
generation. A culture’s obpcts and ideas can cause not just generational but cultural gaps.
Material culture tends to diffuse more quickly than nonmaterial culture; technology can spre
ad through society in a matter of months, but it can take generations for the ideas and beli
efs of society to change. Sociologist William F. Ogburn coined the term culture lag to refer t
o 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 populated
and fast-

paced life. Yet there is a lag in conceptualizing solutions to infrastructure problems. Rising f
uel prices, increased air pollution, and traffic jums are all symptoms of culture lag. Although
people are becoming aware of the consequences of overusing resources, the means to suppo

rt changes takes time to achieve.
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Sociologist Everett Rogers (1962) developed a model of the diffusion of innovations. As consum
ers gradually adopt a new innovation, the item grows toward a market share of 100 percent, or co
mplete saturation within a society. (Graph courtesy of Tungsten/Wikimedia Commons)

3.4.3.2 Diffusion and Globalization

The integration of world markets and technological advances of the last decades have allow
ed for greater exchange between cultures through the processes of globalization and diffusio
n. Beginning in the 1980s, Western governments began to deregulate social services while gr
anting greater liberties to private businesses. As a result, world markets became dominated b
y multinational companies in the 1980s, a new state of affairs at that time. We have since co
me to refer to this integration of international trade and finance markets as globalization. In
creased 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 US. companies set up offices in other nations whe
re 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 nonmater
ial culture. While globalization refers to the integration of markets, diffusion relates to a sim
ilar process in the integration of international cultures. Middle-
class Americans can fly overseas and return with a new appreciation of Thai noodles or Itali
an gelato. Access to television and the Internet has brought the lifestyles and values portray

ed in US. 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 diffus

ion occurs, material obpcts and ideas from one culture are introduced into another.
(No Model.)
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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 o
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3.4.4 Summary



Sociologists recognize high culture and popular culture within societies. Societies are also co
mprised of many subcultures—

smaller groups that share an identity. Countercultures re pct mainstream values and create t
heir own cultural rules and norms. Through invention or discovery, cultures evolve via new
ideas and new ways of thinking. In many modern cultures, the cornerstone of innovation i
s technology, the rapid growth of which can lead to cultural lag. Technology is also respons

ible for the spread of both material and nonmaterial culture that contributes to globalization.
3.4.5 Section Quiz

An example of high culture is , whereas an example of popular culture woul

dbe
a Dostoevsky style in film; "American Idol" winners
b. medical marijiana; film noir
c. country music; pop music
d. political theory; sociological theory
Answer
A

The Ku Klux Klan is an example of what part of culture?

a Counterculture
b. Subculture
C. Multiculturalism
d. Afrocentricity
Answer
A
Modern-day hipsters are an example of:
a ethnocentricity
b. counterculture
c. subculture
d. high culture
Answer

Cc
Your eighty-three-year-
old grandmother has been using a computer for some time now. As a way to keep in touch

, you frequently send emails of a few lines to let her know about your day. She calls after



every email to respond point by point, but she has never emailed a response back. This can

be viewed as an example of:

a cultural lag
b. innovation
c. ethnocentricity

d. xenophobia
Answer

A
Some pbs today advertise in multinational markets and permit telecommuting in lieu of
working from a primary location. This broadening of the pb market and the way that pbs

are performed can be attributed to:

a. cultural lag
b. innovation
c. discovery
d. globalization
Answer

D

The mapr difference between invention and discovery is:
a. Invention is based on technology, whereas discovery is usually based on cultu
re
b. Discovery involves finding something that already exists, but invention puts t

hings together in a new way
c. Invention refers to material culture, whereas discovery can be material or theo

retic, like laws of physics

d. Invention is typically used to refer to international obpcts, whereas discovery
refers to that which is local to one’s culture
Answer
B
That McDonald’s is found in almost every country around the world is an example of:
a. globalization
b. diffusion
c. culture lag
d. xenocentrism
Answer

B



3.4.6 Short Anhswer

Identify several examples of popular culture and describe how they inform larger culture.
How prevalent is the effect of these examples in your everyday life?

Consider some of the specific issues or concerns of your generation. Are any ideas counter
cultural? What subcultures have emerged from your generation? How have the issues of you
r generation expressed themselves culturally? How has your generation made its mark on so
ciety’s collective culture?

What are some examples of cultural lag that are present in your life? Do you think techn

ology affects culture positively or negatively? Explain.

3.4.9 Glossary

countercultures

groups that repct and oppose society’s widely accepted cultural patterns
culture lag

the gap of time between the introduction of material culture and nonmaterial culture

's acceptance of it
diffusion

the spread of material and nonmaterial culture from one culture to another
discoveries

things and ideas found from what already exists
globalization

the integration of international trade and finance markets
high culture

the cultural patterns of a society’s elite
innovations

new obgcts or ideas introduced to culture for the first time
inventions

a combination of pieces of existing reality into new forms
popular culture

mainstream, widespread patterns among a society’s population
subcultures

groups that share a specific identification, apart from a society’s maprity, even as the

members exist within a larger society

3.5 Theoretical Perspectives on Cultur
e



. Discuss the mapr theoretical approaches to cultural interpretation

Music, fashion, technology, and values—
all are products of culture. But what do they mean? How do sociologists perceive and interp
ret culture based on these material and nonmaterial items? Let’s finish our analysis of cultur
e by reviewing them in the context of three theoretical perspectives: functionalism, conflict t
heory, and symbolic interactionism.

Functionalists view society as a system in which all parts work—or function—
together to create society as a whole. In this way, societies need culture to exist. Cultural no
rms function to support the fluid operation of society, and cultural values guide people in
making choices. Just as members of a society work together to fulfill a society’s needs, cultu
re exists to meet its members’ basic needs.

Functionalists also study culture in terms of values. Education is an important concept in
the United States because it is valued. The culture of education—
including material culture such as classrooms, textbooks, libraries, dormitories—

supports the emphasis placed on the value of educating a society’s members.
|

This statue of SUperman stands in the center of Métropolis, Illinois. His pedestal reads “Truth—
Justice—

The American Way.” How would a functionalist interpret this statue? What does it reveal about t
he values of American culture? (Photo courtesy of David Wilson/flickr)

Conflict theorists view social structure as inherently unequal, based on power differentials
related to issues like class, gender, race, and age. For a conflict theorist, culture is seen as
reinforcing issues of "privilege" for certain groups based upon race, sex, class, and so on. Wo

men strive for equality in a male-
dominated society. Senior citizens struggle to protect their rights, their health care, and their
independence from a younger generation of lawmakers. Advocacy groups such as the ACL

U work to protect the rights of all races and ethnicities in the United States.



Inequalities exist within a culture’s value system. Therefore, a society’s cultural norms ben
efit some people but hurt others. Some norms, formal and informal, are practiced at the exp
ense of others. Women were not allowed to vote in the United States until 1920. Gay and le
sbian couples have been denied the right to marry in some states. Racism and bigotry are v
ery much alive today. Although cultural diversity is supposedly valued in the United States,

many people still frown upon interracial marriages. Same-
sex marriages are banned in most states, and polygamy—common in some cultures—
is unthinkable to most Americans.

At the core of conflict theory is the effect of economic production and materialism: depen
dence on technology in rich nations versus a lack of technology and education in poor nati
ons. Conflict theorists believe that a society’s system of material production has an effect on

the rest of culture. People who have less power also have less ability to adapt to cultural c
hange. This view contrasts with the perspective of functionalism. In the US. culture of capit
alism, to illustrate, we continue to strive toward the promise of the American dream, which
perpetuates the belief that the wealthy deserve their privileges.

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 actio
ns. Proponents of this theory conceptualize human interactions as a continuous process of de
riving meaning from both obgcts in the environment and the actions of others. This is wher

e the term symbolic comes into play. Every obpgct and action has a symbolic meaning, and 1
anguage 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 h
ighly dynamic and fluid, as it is dependent on how meaning is interpreted and how individ
uals 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 ackno
wledge 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 cont

rol. Culture is preserved through transmission from one generation to the next, but it also e



volves through processes of innovation, discovery, and cultural diffusion. We may be restrict
ed by the confines of our own culture, but as humans we have the ability to question value
s 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 anot

her culture, the better we become at understanding our own.
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This child’s clothing may be culturall); specific, but her facial expression is universal. (Photo cou
rtesy of Beth Rankin/flickr)

3.5.1 Summary

There are three mapr theoretical approaches toward the interpretation of culture. A function
alist perspective acknowledges that there are many parts of culture that work together as a
system to fulfill society’s needs. Functionalists view culture as a reflection of society’s values.
Conflict theorists see culture as inherently unequal, based upon factors like gender, class, ra
ce, and age. An interactionist is primarily interested in culture as experienced in the daily i
nteractions between individuals and the symbols that comprise a culture. Various cultural an
d sociological occurrences can be explained by these theories; however, there is no one "righ

t" view through which to understand culture.

3.5.2 Section Quiz

A sociologist conducts research into the ways that Hispanic American students are historic

ally underprivileged in the U.S. education system. What theoretical approach is the sociologis

t using?
a. Symbolic interactionism
b. Functionalism

c. Conflict theory



d. Ethnocentrism
Answer

C

The Occupy Wall Street movement of 2011 grew to be an international movement. Support
ers believe that the economic disparity between the highest economic class and the mid to |
ower economic classes is growing at an exponentially alarming rate. A sociologist who studi
es that movement by examining the interactions between members at Occupy camps would

most likely use what theoretical approach?

a. Symbolic interactionism
b. Functionalism
c. Conflict theory
d. Ethnocentrism
Answer

A
What theoretical perspective views society as having a system of interdependent inherentl

y connected parts?

a. Sociobiology
b. Functionalism
c. Conflict theory
d. Ethnocentrism
Answer
B

The "American Dream"—
the notion that anybody can be successful and rich if they work hard enough—

is most commonly associated with which sociological theory?

a. Sociobiology

b. Functionalism

c. Conflict theory

d. Ethnocentrism
Answer

C

3.5.2.1 Short Answer

Consider a current social trend that you have witnessed, perhaps situated around family,
education, transportation, or finances. For example, many veterans of the Armed Forces, afte

r completing tours of duty in the Middle East, are returning to college rather than entering



Ppbs as veterans as previous generations did. Choose a sociological approach—
functionalism, conflict theory, or symbolic interactionism—

to describe, explain, and analyze the social issue you choose. Afterward, determine why you
chose the approach you did. Does it suit your own way of thinking? Or did it offer the be

st method to illuminate the social issue?
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