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CHAPTER

What we consider food is influenced 

by the structure of society, including 

the organization of food production, 

distribution, and technology, and by the 

culture—the ideas about what is edible. 

In two of these photos, families from 

different continents gather around the 

things they would typically eat, while two 

others prepare their meals.
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A ll animals eat to survive, but what they eat differs 
tremendously. Two of the photos in the chapter 
opening show the results when researchers asked 

families to buy food supplies for a week. They then took 
pictures of families with their weekly diets laid out. The 
differences in these foods and what each family paid to eat 
give us an insight into differences in one aspect common to 
all cultures around the world—food.

Mrs. Ukita, the mom in the Ukita family, rises early to pre-
pare a breakfast of miso soup and a raw egg on rice. The father 
and two daughters eat quickly and rush out to catch their early 
morning trains to work and school in Kodaira City, Japan. The 
mother cares for the house, does the shopping, and prepares a 
typical evening meal of fish, vegetables, and rice for the family.

The Ahmed family lives in a large apartment building 
in Cairo, Egypt. The 12 members of the extended family 
include the women who shop for and cook the food—veg-
etables, including peppers, greens, potatoes, squash, toma-
toes, garlic, spices, and rice, along with pita bread and often 
fish or meat. The adult men work in shops in one of the 
many bazaars, while the school-age children attend school, 
then help with the chores.

The nine members of the Ayme family live in Tingo, 
Equador, high in the Andes mountains, where the main occu-
pation of Indian families is herding and growing potatoes and 
other crops suited to the high altitude and cool climate. Their 
diet consists of foods that are readily available in the market: 
plantains, potatoes, onions, carrots, and grains.

In the Breidjing refugee camp in Chad, many Sudanese 
refugees eat what relief agencies can get to them—and that 
food source is not always reliable. Typical for the Aboubakar 

family, a mother and five children, is 
rice or some other grain, oil for cook-
ing, occasionally some root plants or 
squash that keep longer than fresh 
fruits and vegetables, dried legumes, 

and a few spices. The girls and women go into the desert to 
fetch firewood for cooking and to get water from whatever 
source has water at the time. This is a dangerous trip as they 
may be attacked and raped or even killed outside the camps.

In Sicily, Italy, the Manzo family—mother, father, and 
three young boys—enjoy fresh bread from the baker for 
breakfast and often have pasta with sauce, vegetables, and 

fish or meat for dinner. Typically, the father works in the 
family orchard, while the mother takes care of the house, 
and the boys go to school, helping with chores after school. 
Although most diets include some form of grain and starch, 
locally available fruits and vegetables, and perhaps meat or 
fish, broad variations exist even within one society. Yet all these 
differences have something in common: Each represents a soci-
ety that has a unique culture that includes what people eat. 

Culture consists of ideas and “things” that are passed on 
from one generation to the next in a society—the knowledge, 
beliefs, values, rules or laws, language, customs, symbols, and 
material products (such as food, houses, and transportation) that 
help meet human needs. Culture provides guidelines for living. 
Learning our culture puts our social world in an understandable 
framework, providing a tool kit we can use to help us construct 
the meaning of our world (Bruner 1996; Nagel 1994).

A society consists of individuals who live together in a 
specific geographic area, who interact more with each other 
than they do with outsiders and cooperate for the attainment 
of common goals. Each society includes key institutions—
such as family, education, religion, politics, economics, and 
health—that meet basic human needs. Members of a society 
share a common culture over time. The way people think 

Two of the photos on the opening page of this chapter show 
families from Egypt and Japan gathered around a typical week’s 
food supply. Members of the Aboubakar family of Sudan gather 
here in front of their tent with a week’s supply of food. Note 
the difference.

Think About It

Me (and My Inner Circle) Could you be human without culture?

Local Community How do microcultures—the values and beliefs of your fraternity, choir, or athletic team—affect you?

National Institutions; Complex 
Organizations;  Ethnic Groups

How do subcultures and countercultures shape the character of the nation and influence your own 
life?

National Society How do the nation’s social structures and culture influence you, and how can you influence the 
national structures and culture?

Global Community Why do people live so differently in various parts of the world, and how can those differences be 
relevant to your own people?

Journal Article Link 3.1 
Read more on culture 
and food.
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A Chinese family sits outside on the ground enjoying a home-cooked  
meal.

and behave in any society is largely prescribed by its culture, 
which is learned, transmitted, and reshaped from generation 
to generation. All activities in the society, whether educating 
young members, preparing and eating dinner, selecting lead-
ers for the group, finding a mate, or negotiating with other 
societies, are guided by cultural rules and expectations. In 
each society, culture provides the social rules for how indi-
viduals carry out necessary tasks, just as software provides 
the rules for computer applications.

While culture provides the “software” for the way people 
live, society represents the “hardware”—the structure that 
gives organization and stability to group life. Society—
organized groups of people—and culture—their way of 
life—are interdependent. The two are not the same thing, 
but they cannot exist without each other, just as computer 
hardware and software are each useless without the other.

This chapter explores the ideas of society and culture 
and discusses how they relate to each other. We will look at 
what society is and how it is organized, how it influences 
and is influenced by culture, what culture is, how and why 
culture develops, and the components that make up cul-
ture, cultural theories, and policy issues. After reading this 
chapter, we will have a better idea of how we as individuals 
fit into society and learn our culture.

Society: The Hardware

All societies have geographical boundaries or borders and 
individuals who live together in families and communities 
and who share a culture. The structures that make up society 
include the interdependent positions we hold (as parents, 
workers), the groups to which we belong (family, work 
group, and clubs), and the institutions in which we par-
ticipate. This “hardware” (structure) of our social world pro-
vides the framework for “software” (culture) to function.

Societies exist in particular places and times, and they 
change over time. Human societies have become more com-
plex over time, but people have been hunters and gatherers for 
99% of human existence. A few groups remain hunter-gatherers 
today. As Table 3.1 illustrates, if all human history were to be 
compressed into the lifetime of an 80-year-old person, humans 
would have started cultivating crops and herding animals for 
their food supply only a few months ago. Note the incredible 
rate of change that has occurred just in the past two centuries.

Societies are organized in particular patterns, patterns 
that are shaped by a range of factors, including the way peo-
ple procure food, the availability of resources, contact with 
other societies, and cultural beliefs. For example, people can 
change from herding to farming only if they have the knowl-
edge, skills, and desire to do so and only in environments 
that will support agriculture. As societies develop, changes 
take place in the social structures and relationships between 
people that characterize each type of society. For example, in 
industrialized societies, relationships between people typi-
cally must become more formal because people must interact 
with strangers and not just relatives. It is important to note 
that not all societies go through all stages. Some are jolted 
into the future by political events or changes in the global 
system, and some resist pressures to become modernized and 
continue to live in simpler social systems.

Evolution of Societies

The Saharan desert life for the Taureg tribe is pretty much 
as it has been for centuries. In simple traditional societies, 
individuals are assigned to comparatively few social posi-
tions or statuses. Today, however, few societies are isolated 
from global impact. Even the Taureg are called on to escort 
adventurous tourists through the desert for a currency 
unknown to them and unneeded until recently.

In such traditional societies, men teach their sons 
everything they need to know, for all men do much the 
same jobs, depending on where they live—hunting, fish-
ing, or farming and protecting the community from danger. 
Likewise, girls learn their jobs from their mothers—such 

Thinking Sociologically

What major changes took place in your grandparents’ life-
times that affect the way you and your family live today? 
You may want to look at the timeline inside the cover of this 
book. It will provide some ideas.
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Table 3.1  One Million Years of Human History Compressed Into One 80-Year Lifetime

Year

2,500,000 
years ago 
 

2 million  
years ago 

15,000  
years ago

11,000  
years ago 

10,000  
years ago

5,000  
years ago 
 
 
 

2,000  
years ago 
 
 
 
 
 

220 years ago 
 
 

100 years ago 
 

 
 

30 years ago

Age

Birth 
 
 

2 years old 
 

79 years old 

79 years old 
 

79 years old 

79 years old 
 
 
 
 

79 years old 
 
 
 
 
 
 

79 years old 
 
 

79 years old 
 

 
 

79 years old

Event

Homo habilis is born—the first ancestor to 
make/use tools and have culture; evidence 
of sharing food, congregating, and probably 
sharing housing

Homo erectus shows early evidence of 
family structures; findings of longer life spans 
and three generations alive simultaneously

Six months ago: North America settled by 
early humans, hunters and gatherers

Five months ago: In the Middle East, the 
first agricultural communities, indicating 
food cultivation

Twenty weeks ago: the last ice age is over; 
humans spread more widely over the planet

Ten weeks ago: humans began to cast and 
use metals and built the pyramids 
 
 
 

Seven weeks ago: beginning of the 
Common Era (under the Holy Roman 
Empire) 
 
 
 
 

Two and a half weeks ago: the United 
States began a new experiment with 
democracy 

Yesterday morning: the airplane was 
invented 

 
 

Yesterday afternoon: humans first set foot 
on the moon; after dinner, we broke the 
DNA (genetic) code
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Increasingly in the United States, where both parents work, 
dinner is a fast-food takeout or a ready-to-cook packaged 
meal—a quick dash for nourishment in front of the TV rather 
than a communal event.

The Taureg live a simple traditional life in the Sahara Desert in the Sahel 
region of Niger (Africa), and their social structure has few social positions 
except those defined by gender.

A mother in Côte d’Ivoire (West Africa), carrying her load 
on her head, returns to the village with her daughter after 
gathering wood. Carrying wood and water is typically  
women’s work. In this society, the primary social cohesion is  
mechanical solidarity.

as child care, fetching water, food preparation, farming, 
weaving, and perhaps house building. In contrast, in more 
complex societies, such as industrial or “modern” societies, 
thousands of interdependent statuses are based on complex 
divisions of labor with designated tasks. An interesting 
question that has intrigued sociologists is how traditional 
societies change into new types of societies.

Émile Durkheim ([1893] 1947), an early French soci-
ologist, pictured a continuum between simple and complex 
societies. He described simple premodern societies as held 
together by mechanical solidarity—common beliefs, values, 
and emotional ties. Furthermore, the division of labor is 
based largely on male/female distinctions and age groupings. 
Members of premodern societies tend to think the same way 
on important matters, and everyone fulfills his or her expected 
social positions. This provides the glue that holds the society 
together. The entire society may involve only a few hundred 
people, with no meso-level institutions, organizations, and 
subcultures. Prior to the emergence of nation-states, there was 
no macro level either—only tribal groupings.

According to Durkheim, as societies transformed, 
they became more complex through increasingly complex 
divisions of labor and changes in the ways people carried 
out necessary tasks for survival. Societies in which social 
positions are specialized and interdependent are held 
together by organic solidarity. Prior to the factory system, 
for example, individual cobblers made shoes to order. With 
the Industrial Revolution, factories took over the process, 
with many individuals carrying out interdependent tasks. 
The division of labor is critical because it leads to new 
forms of social cohesion based on interdependence, not on  
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emotional ties. Gradual changes from mechanical (tra-
ditional) to organic (modern) society also involve har-
nessing new forms of energy and finding more efficient 
ways to use them (Nolan and Lenski 2008). For example, 
the use of steam engines and coal for fuel triggered the 
Industrial Revolution, leading to the development of 
industrial societies.

Also, as societies changed, they added more large 
organizations and institutions that reached individuals 
and families as never before. The meso level—institu-
tions and large bureaucratic organizations—became more 
influential. Still, as recently as 200 years ago, even large 
societies had little global interdependence, and life for 
the typical citizen was influenced mostly by events at the 
micro and meso levels. Keep in mind that it was just over 
200 years ago when American colonies selected represen-
tatives to form a loosely federated government that came 
to be called the United States. As communication and 
transportation around the world developed and expanded, 
the global level grew.

As you read about each of the following types of soci-
eties, from the simplest to the most complex, notice the 
presence of these variables: (a) division of labor, (b) inter-
dependence of people’s positions, (c) increasingly advanced 
technologies, and (d) new forms and uses of energy. 
Although none of these variables alone is sufficient to trigger 
evolution to a new type of society, they may all be necessary 
for a transition to occur.

According to Durkheim, then, in traditional societies 
with mechanical solidarity, interpersonal interaction and 
community life at the micro level were the most important 
aspects of social life. Meso- and macro-level societies devel-
oped as a result of changes toward more organic solidarity. 
As societies become more complex, meso- and macro-level 
institutions become more important and have more pro-
found impacts on the lives of individuals.

Hunter-Gatherer Societies

From the beginning of human experience until recently, 
hunting and gathering (or foraging) were the sole means 
of sustaining life. Other types of societies emerged only 
recently (Nolan and Lenski 2008); yet today, only a handful 
of societies still rely on hunting and gathering.

In the Kalahari Desert of southwest Africa live hunter-
gatherers known as the !Kung. (The ! is pronounced with a 
click of the tongue.) The !Kung live a nomadic life, moving 
from one place to another as food supplies become available 
or are used up. As a result, they carry very few personal pos-
sessions and live in temporary huts, settling around water 
holes for a few months at a time. Settlements are small, rarely 
more than 20 to 50 people, for food supplies are not plentiful 
enough to support large, permanent populations (Lee 1984). 
!Kung women gather edible plants and nuts, while !Kung men 
hunt. Beyond division of labor by gender and age, however, 
there are few differences in roles or status.

Life is organized around kinship ties and reciprocity 
for the well-being of the whole community. When a large 
animal is killed, people gather from a wide area to share in 
the bounty, and great care is taken to ensure that the meat is 
distributed fairly. Resources are shared among the people, 
but sharing is regulated by a complex system of mutual 
obligations. A visitor who eats food at another’s hearth is 
expected to repay that hospitality in the future.

The !Kung are a typical hunter-gatherer society, in which 
people rely directly on the plants and animals in their habitat to 
live. People make their clothing, shelter, and tools from available 
materials and through trade with other nearby groups. People 
migrate seasonally to new food sources. Population size remains 
small as the numbers of births and deaths are balanced.

Today, the hunter-gatherer lifestyle is becoming extinct. 
For example, much of the wild game on which the !Kung 
subsisted has been overhunted or is now protected on game 
preserves. The governments of South Africa and Botswana 
have attempted to settle such groups on reservations, and 
contacts with macro-level societies, by choice and by force, 
have forever changed the !Kung way of life and that of other 
hunting-and-gathering societies.

Herding and Horticultural Societies

The Masai inhabit the grasslands of Kenya and Tanzania, 
depending on their herds for survival. Their cattle and goats 
provide meat, milk, blood (which they drink), and hides. A 
seminomadic herding society, the Masai move camp to find 
grazing land for their animals and set up semipermanent 
shelters for the few months they will remain in one area. 
Settlements consist of huts constructed in a circle with a perim-
eter fence surrounding the compound. At the more permanent 
settlements, the Masai grow short-term crops to supplement 
their diet. The Masai are under some pressure to become agri-
culturalists, however, as the government of Kenya—a relatively 
new macro-level influence in their lives—now restricts their 

Masai men in Kenya herd their cattle, leading them to water or 
better grazing. The strategy of domesticating cattle rather than 
hunting game has been a survival strategy for the Masai, but it 
also affects the culture in many other ways.
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territory and herding practices that encroach on wild-animal 
refuges. Tourism also greatly influences their economy.

Herding societies have food-producing strategies 
based on keeping herds of domesticated animals, whose 
care is the central focus of their activities. Domesticating 
animals has replaced hunting them. In addition to provid-
ing food and other products, cattle, sheep, goats, pigs, 
horses, and camels represent forms of wealth on which 
further changes in roles and status may be built.

Horticultural societies keep domesticated ani-
mals but focus on primitive agriculture or gardening. 
Horticulturalists use digging sticks and wooden hoes to 
cultivate tree crops, such as date palms or bananas, and 
to plant and maintain produce in garden plots, such as 
yams, beans, taro, squash, or corn. This is more efficient 
than gathering wild vegetables and fruits. Both herding 
and horticultural societies differ from hunter-gatherer 
societies in that they make their living by cultivating 
food and have some control over its production (Ward 
and Edelstein 2009).

The ability to control food sources was a major turn-
ing point in human history. Societies became more set-
tled and built surpluses of food, which led to increases 
in population size. A community could contain as many 
as 3,000 individuals. More people, surplus food, and 
greater accumulation of possessions encouraged the 
development of private property and created new status 
differences between individuals and families. Forms of 
social inequality became even more pronounced in agri-
cultural societies.

The end of the horticultural stage saw advances in irri-
gation systems, in the fertilization of land, and in crop rota-
tion. The Neolithic Revolution, occurring as early as 14,500 
years ago in Egypt, 10,000 years ago in Melanesia, and 
9,000 to 7,000 years ago in the Middle East Fertile Crescent 
and many parts of Asia, was characterized by more perma-
nent settlements, land ownership, human modification of 
the natural environment, higher population density (cities), 
changes in diets to more vegetables and cereals, and power 
hierarchies. However, the technological breakthrough that 
moved many societies from the horticultural to the agricul-
tural stage was the plow, introduced more than 6,000 years 
ago. It marked the beginning of the agricultural revolution 
in Europe, the Middle East, and other parts of the world, 
and it brought about massive changes in social structures 
in many societies.

Agricultural Societies

Pedro and Lydia Ramirez, their four young children, and 
Lydia’s parents live as an extended family in a small farming 
village in Nicaragua. They rise early, and while Pedro heads 
for the fields to do some work before breakfast, Lydia pre-
pares his breakfast and lunch and sees that their eldest son 
is up and ready to go to school, while Lydia’s mother looks 

after the younger children. After school, the boy also helps 
in the fields. Most of the land in the area is owned by a large 
company that grows coffee, but the Ramirez family is for-
tunate to have a small garden plot where its members grow 
some vegetables for themselves. At harvest time, all hands 
help, including young children. The families receive cash 
for the crops they have grown, minus the rent for the land. 
The land is plowed with the help of strong animals such as 
horses and oxen, and fertilizers are used. Little irrigation is 
attempted, although the garden plots may be watered by 
hand in the dry season.

The Ramirez’s way of life is typical of that in an agri-
cultural society. Like horticulturalists, agrarian farmers 
rely primarily on raising crops for food. However, agricul-
tural societies are more efficient than horticultural societies: 
Technological advances such as the plow, irrigation, use of 
animals, and fertilization allow for intensive and continuous 
cultivation of the same land, thus permitting permanent 
settlements and greater food surpluses. Through time, as 
increasingly sophisticated agricultural technology resulted 
in surplus food, the size of population centers increased to 
as much as a million or more.

As surpluses accumulated, land in some societies 
became concentrated in the hands of a few individuals. 

A fair trade coffee farmer (“fair trade” means no slavery was 
used in the production, and workers were paid a fair price) picks 
organic coffee beans in Central America. Producing a crop for 
cash exchange, rather than growing something to eat locally, is 
the normal pattern in an agricultural society.
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Wealthy landowners built armies and expanded their 
empires. During these periods, fighting for and control-
ling land took precedence over technological advance. 
War was prevalent, and societies were divided increas-
ingly into rich and poor classes. Those who held the land 
and wealth could control the labor sources and acquire 
serfs or slaves. Thus, the feudal system was born. Serfs 
(the peasant class) were forced to work the land for their 

survival. Food surpluses also allowed some individu-
als to leave the land and to trade goods or services in 
exchange for food. For the first time, social inequality 
became extensive enough to divide society into social 
classes. At this point, religion, political power, a standing 
army, and other meso-level institutions and organizations 
came to be independent of the family. The meso level 
became well established.

As technology advanced, goods were manufactured 
in cities, and peasants moved from farming communities, 
where the land could not support the population, to rap-
idly growing urban areas, where the demand for labor was 
great. It was not until the mid-1700s in England that the 
next major transformation of society took place, resulting 
largely from technological advances and the harnessing of 
energy.

Industrial Societies

The Industrial Revolution involved the harnessing of steam 
power and the manufacture of gasoline engines, permitting 
machines to replace human and animal power; a tractor can 
plow far more land in a week than a horse, and an electric 
pump can irrigate more acres than an ox-driven pump. As 
a result of the new technologies, raw mineral products, 
such as ores, raw plant products, such as rubber, and raw 
animal products, such as hides, could be transformed into 
mass-produced consumer goods. The Industrial Revolution 
brought about enormous changes in products and social 
structures.

Industrial societies rely primarily on mechanized 
production, resulting in greater division of labor based 
on expertise. Economic resources were distributed more 
widely among individuals in industrial societies, but inequi-
ties between owners and laborers persisted. Wage earning 
gradually replaced slavery and serfdom, and highly skilled 
workers earned higher wages, leading to the rise of a middle 
class. Farmworkers moved from rural areas to cities to find 
work in factories, which produced consumer goods such as 
cars and washing machines. Cities come to be populated by 
millions of people.

Family and kinship patterns at the micro level also 
changed. Agricultural societies need large, land-based, 
extended family units to do the work of farming (recall 
how the Ramirez parents, grandparents, and children in 
Nicaragua all help out at harvest time), but industrial 
societies need individuals with specific skills and smaller 
families to support. Family roles changed. For example, 
children are an asset in agrarian societies and begin farm-
work at an early age. In an industrial society, however, 
children become a liability because they contribute less 
to the finances of the family and ultimately compete with 
adults for jobs.

The invention of the plow was essential for agricultural societies to 
develop, and in the early period of agriculture, the plow was first 
pushed by people and then pulled by animals. The harnessing of 
energy was taken to another level when gasoline engines could 
pull the plow and cultivate thousands of acres. This represents the 
beginning of industrialization.
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Meso- and macro-level dimensions of social life expand 
in industrializing societies and become more influential in 
the lives of individuals. National institutions and multina-
tional organizations develop. Today, for example, global 
organizations such as the World Bank, the World Court, 
the United Nations, and the World Health Organization 
address social problems and sometimes even make deci-
sions that change national boundaries or national policies. 
Medical organizations such as Doctors Without Borders 
work cross-nationally; corporations become multinational; 
and voluntary associations such as Amnesty International 
lobby for human rights around the globe.

Perhaps the most notable characteristic of the indus-
trial age is the rapid rate of change compared with other 
stages of societal development. The beginning of industri-
alization in Europe was gradual, based on years of popula-
tion movement, urbanization, technological development, 
and other factors of modernization. Today, however, soci-
etal change occurs so rapidly that societies at all levels of 
development are being drawn together into a new age—
the postindustrial era.

Postindustrial or Information Societies

The difference between India and the United States is “night 
and day”—literally. As Keith and Jeanne finished chapters 
for this book, the chapters were sent to India in the evening 
and returned typeset by morning, a feat made possible by the 
time differences. The efficiency of overnight delivery and the 
lower cost of production have led many publishing compa-
nies to turn to businesses halfway around the world for much 
of the book production process. As India and other develop-
ing countries increase their trained, skilled labor force, they 
are being called on by national and multinational companies 
to carry out global manufacturing processes. India has some 
of the world’s best technical training institutes and the most 
modern technology—that is, the knowledge and tools used 
to extend human abilities. Although many people in India 
live in poverty, a relatively new middle class is rapidly emerg-
ing in major business centers around the country.

After World War II, starting in the 1950s, the transition 
from industrial to postindustrial society began in the United 
States, western Europe (especially Germany), and Japan. 
This shift was characterized by movement from human 
labor to automated production and from a predominance 
of manufacturing jobs to a growth in service jobs, such as 
computer operators, bankers, scientists, teachers, public 
relations workers, stockbrokers, and salespeople. More than 
two thirds of all jobs in the United States now reside in 
organizations that produce and transmit information, thus 
the reference to an “Information Age.” Daniel Bell (1973) 
describes this transformation of work, information, and 
communication as “the third technological revolution” after 

industrialization based on steam (what he calls the first 
technological revolution) and the invention of electricity 
(the second technological revolution). According to Bell, 
the third technological revolu-
tion was the development of the 
computer, which has led to this 
postindustrial or Information Age.

As in the other types of soci-
eties, postindustrial societies are 
undergoing significant structural changes. For example, 
postindustrial societies require workers with high levels 
of technical and professional education, such as those in 
India. Those without technical education are less likely to 
find rewarding employment in the technological revolution. 
This results in new class lines being drawn, based in part on 
skills and education in new technologies.

Inequalities in access to education and technology 
will create or perpetuate social inequalities. A recent 
survey indicates that 62% of households in the United 
States had one or more computers and 88% of computer 
users had Internet access (U.S. Census Bureau 2005a). 
Use of computers in 2004 by adults was 85% from ages 
18 to 27, 87% from ages 28 to 39, 84% from ages 40 
to 49, 76% from ages 50 to 58, 57% from ages 59 to 
68, and 24% for age 69 and older (Pew Internet and 
American Life Project 2004). Note the decline in use 
with end of work years and among earlier generations, 
who had less—or no—access to computers when they 
were growing up. More than half of the adult Internet 

This Buddhist monk uses modern technology, including a 
laptop that can connect him with colleagues on the other side 
of the globe.

Encyclopedia Link 3.1 
Explore postindustrial 

society.
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users in the United States are between 18 and 44. The 
number of older generations online has been growing 
steadily, and they are engaging in more varied activi-
ties, such as shopping, looking for health information, 
and making travel reservations online (Pew Internet and 
American Life Project 2009). Female and male computer 
users are about equal, at 73%. Among English-speaking 
Hispanics, 75% use computers; among Whites, 73%; and 
among Blacks, 62%. Computer usage grows as house-
hold incomes and education increase, with more than 
90% of households earning above $50,000 using com-
puters (Pew Internet and American Life Project 2004).

Postindustrial societies rely on new sources of power 
such as atomic, wind, and solar energy and new uses of 
computer automation, such as computer-controlled robots, 
which eliminate the need for human labor other than highly 
skilled technicians. In an age of global climate change, there 
is also a lot of concern about technologies that reduce pol-
lution, as the photo of the hybrid bus illustrates. The core 
issue in a postindustrial society is this: The control of infor-
mation and the ability to develop technologies or provide 
services have become more important than the control of 
money or capital.

Values of 21st-century postindustrial societies favor 
scientific and creative approaches to problem solving, 
research, and development, along with attitudes that 
support the globalization of world economies. Satellites, 
cell phones, fiber optics, and, especially, the Internet 
are further transforming postindustrial societies of the 
Information Age, linking people from societies around 
the world.

In a study of postmodern communities, sociologist 
Richard Florida links creativity to the local cultural climate 
and to economic prosperity. His research has important 
applied dimensions and is useful to policymakers in local 
communities. As his research in the “Applied Sociologist 
at Work” on the next page makes clear, the organization of 
society and the means of providing the necessities of life 
have a profound impact on values, beliefs, lifestyle, and 
other aspects of culture.

Thinking Sociologically

What are likely to be the growth areas for jobs in your com-
munity and society? What competencies and skills will be 
essential in the future for you to find employment and be 
successful on the job?

What will the future bring? Futurologists predict 
new trends based on current activities, predictions of new 
advances and technologies, and inventions on the hori-
zon. Among the many ideas for the future, technological 
advances dominate the field. Predictions include the use 
of cell phones, connecting the poorest corners of the globe 
with the rest of the world. One billion mobile phone users 
are predicted for China by 2020, with 80% of the pop-
ulation having phones. Alternative energy sources from 
wind and solar power to hydrogen will replace gasoline. 
One million hydrogen-fueled cars are predicted for the 
United States. Rechargeable batteries that will run for 40 
hours without recharging will run most home appliances 
by 2030. Those who are paralyzed will find help from Brain 
Computer Interfaces, giving them the ability to control their 
environments. Many advances will occur in space travel; a 
hotel may open on the moon by 2025, with transport to 
the moon. Medical advances will result in stem cell break-
throughs that can develop into various types of body tissue 
(Future for All 2008; News of Future 2007). These are 
just a few of the many predictions that will affect societies 
and alter some human interactions. The point is that rapid 
change is inevitable, and the future looks exciting.

In much of this book, we focus on complex, multi-
level societies, for this is the type of system in which most 
of us reading this book now live. Much of this book also 
focuses on social interaction and social structures, includ-
ing interpersonal networking, the growth of bureaucratic 
structures, social inequality within the structure, and the 
core institutions necessary to meet the needs of individuals 
and society. In short, “hardware”—society—is the focus of 
many subsequent chapters. The remainder of this chapter 
will focus primarily on the social “software” that comple-
ments the hardware of our society.

Hybrid buses have been adopted in some cities and in national parks 
because of the effects of pollution on the globe and its occupants.
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Culture: The Software

I sleep on a bed. Perhaps you sleep on a tatami mat or 
animal skins. I brush my teeth with a toothbrush and 
toothpaste. Perhaps you chew on a special stick to clean 
your teeth. I speak English, along with 514 million native 

English speakers. You may speak one of the many other 
languages in the world, as do more than 1 billion Mandarin 
Chinese speakers, 495 million Hindustani speakers, and 
425 million Spanish speakers (Information Please 2008). I 
like meat and veggies. Perhaps you like tofu and grasshop-
pers. I wear jeans and a T-shirt. Perhaps you wear a sari 
or burqa. In the United States, proper greetings include a 

The Applied Sociologist at Work— Creativity, Community, and Applied Sociology 
Richard Florida 

Like the transformations of societies from the hunter-gatherer to the horticultural stage or from the agricultural to the 
industrial stage, our own current transformation seems to have created a good deal of “cultural wobble” within society. 
How does one identify the elements or the defining features of a new age while the transformation is still in progress? 
This was one of the questions that intrigued sociologist Richard Florida, who studied U.S. communities.

Dr. Florida (2002) combined several methods. First, he traveled around the country to communities that were 
especially prosperous and seemed to be on the cutting edge of change in U.S. society. In these communities, he did 
both individual interviews and focus-group interviews. Focus-group interviews are semistructured group interviews 
with seven or eight people where ideas can be generated from the group by asking open-ended questions. Professor 
Florida recorded the discussion and analyzed the transcript of the discussion. The collected data helped Professor 
Florida identify the factors that caused people to choose the place where they decided to live. His informants dis-
cussed quality of life and the way they make decisions. As certain themes and patterns emerged, he tested the ideas 
by comparing statistical data for regions that were vibrant, had growing economies, and seemed to be integrated into 
the emerging information economy. He used another method to compare communities and regions of the country—
analyzing already existing archival data collected by various U.S. government agencies, especially the U.S. Bureau of 
Labor Statistics and the U.S. Census Bureau.

Florida argues that the economy of the 21st century is largely driven by creativity, and creative people often decide 
where to live based on certain features of the society. Currently, more than one third of the jobs in the United States—and 
almost all the extremely well-paid professional positions—require creative thinking. These include not just the creative arts 
but scientific research, computer and mathematical occupations, education and library science positions, and many media, 
legal, and managerial careers. People in this “creative class” are given an enormous amount of autonomy in their work; they 
have problems to solve and the freedom to figure out how to do so. Florida found that modern businesses flourish when 
they hire highly creative people. Thus, growing businesses tend to seek out places where creative people locate.

Through his research, Florida identified regions and urban areas that are especially attractive to the creative class. 
Florida’s research led him to collaborate with Gary Gates, a scholar who was doing research on communities that are 
open and hospitable to gays and lesbians. Gates and Florida were amazed to find that their lists were nearly identical. 
Florida found that creative people thrive on diversity—ethnic, gender, religious, and otherwise—for when creative peo-
ple are around others who think differently, it tends to spawn new avenues of thinking and problem solving. Tolerance 
of difference and even the enjoyment of individual idiosyncrasies are hallmarks of thriving communities.

Florida is now very much in demand as a consultant to mayors and urban-planning teams, and his books have 
become required reading for city council members. Some elected officials have decided that fostering an environment 
conducive to creativity that attracts creative people leads to prosperity because business will follow. Key elements for cre-
ative communities are local music and art festivals, the presence of organic food grocery stores, legislation that encour-
ages interesting mom-and-pop stores (and keeps out large “box stores” that crush such small and unique endeavors), 
encouragement of quaint and locally owned bookstores and distinctive coffee shops, provisions for bike and walking paths 
throughout the town, and ordinances that establish an environment of tolerance for people who are “different.”

Note: Richard Florida heads the Prosperity Institute at the Rotman School of Management at the University of Toronto. He also runs 
a private Creative Class Institute. He earned his bachelor’s degree from Rutgers College and his doctorate in urban planning from 
Columbia University.
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handshake, a wave, or saying “Hello” or “Hi.” The greet-
ing ceremony in Japan includes bowing, with the depth of 
the bow defined by the relative status of each individual. 
To know the proper bowing behavior, Japanese business 
people who are strangers exchange business cards on 

introduction. Their titles, as printed 
on their cards, disclose each person’s 
status and thus provide clues as to 
how deeply each should bow. The 
proper greeting behavior in many 

European countries calls for men as well as women to kiss 
acquaintances on both cheeks.

The point of these examples is to show that the cul-
ture—the ideas and “things” that are passed on from one 
generation to the next in a society, including their knowl-
edge, beliefs, values, rules and laws, language, customs, 

symbols, and material products—varies greatly as we travel 
across the globe. Each social unit of cooperating and inter-
dependent people, whether at the micro, meso, or macro 
level, develops a unique way of life. This culture provides 
guidelines for the actions and interaction of individuals and 
groups within society. The cultural guidelines that people 
follow when they greet another person are examples.

As you can see, the sociological definition of culture 
refers to far more than “high culture”—such as fine art, clas-
sical music, opera, literature, ballet, or theater—and also 
far more than “popular culture”—such as reality TV, profes-
sional wrestling, YouTube, and other mass entertainment. 
In fact, much of pop culture has been shaped by technol-
ogy, as is illustrated in the next “Engaging Sociology.” The 
sociological definition of culture includes both high culture 
and pop culture and has a much broader meaning besides.

Engaging Sociology 
Pop Culture and Technology

How surprising to think that 
digital telephones, high-speed 
lines for computers, digitized 
print media, and the World 
Wide Web have all occurred 
within about the past half-
century. Vinyl records, dial 
telephones, and VHS videos 

have been surpassed by CDs (compact discs), high-speed 
cell phones, and DVDs (digital video discs). Slim laptops 
and hand-held computers are rapidly replacing bulky desk-
top computers. The following timeline shows the rapid 
advances of the Internet and World Wide Web in recent 
years; the point of this timeline is to illustrate the rapid 
advance of technology and the place it holds in our lives. 
Technology is now a primary conveyer of pop culture.

An Internet and World Wide Web Timeline

1844: The telegraph constitutes a data network 
forerunner.

1866: Transoceanic telegraph service begins.
1876: The telephone is introduced.
1915: The first transcontinental phone call is 

made.
1946: Electronic Numerical Integrator and 

Computer (ENIAC), the first general-pur-
pose computer, is developed for military 
purposes.

1951: UNIVersal Automatic Computer (UNIVAC) 
becomes the first civilian computer.

1962: The first communications satellite and the 
first digital phone networks are introduced.

1965: A highly usable computer language, 
Beginner’s All-Purpose Symbolic Instruction 
Code (BASIC), is developed.

1969: The U.S. Department of Defense launches 
Advanced Research Projects Agency 
Network (Arpanet), the first communica-
tions network.

1971: Microprocessors are developed, mak-
ing possible personal computer (PC) 
technology.

1972: The first video game, Pong, is introduced. 
E-mail is developed on Arpanet for military 
use.

1975: The first PC, Altair, is launched.
1977: The first fiber optic network is created.
1978: Cellular phone service begins.
1980s: Hypertext is developed in the mid-1980s, 

making possible the eventual creation of 
the World Wide Web.

1982: The National Science Foundation sponsors 
a high-speed communications network, 
leading to the Internet.

1983: Modifications of Arpanet make possible the 
launching of the Internet.

1984: Apple Macintosh introduces the first PC 
with graphics.

1989: A new company called AOL (America 
Online)—the first successful Internet ser-
vice provider—is formed.

1990:  The first Internet search engine, Archie, is 
developed.

1991: The Internet opens to commercial uses, 
HTML (HyperText Markup Language) 

Video Link 3.1 
Learn about the  
impact of the Internet.
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Everyone shares a culture with others, although 
there may be different views within and between 
cultures about what rules and behaviors are the 
most important. No one could survive without culture, 
for without culture, there would be no guidelines or rules of 
behavior. Societies would be chaotic masses of individuals. 
Culture provides the routines, patterns, and expectations 
for carrying out daily rituals and interactions. Within a soci-
ety, the process of learning how to act is called socialization 
(discussed in detail in Chapter 4). From birth, we learn the 
patterns of behavior approved in our society.

Culture evolves over time and is adaptive. What 
is normal, proper, and good behavior in hunter-gatherer 
societies, where cooperation and communal loyalty are 
critical to the hunt, differs from appropriate behavior in the 
Information Age, where individualism and competition are 
encouraged and enhance one’s well-being.

The creation of culture is ongoing and cumulative 
because individuals and societies continually build 

on existing culture to adapt to new challenges and 
opportunities. The behaviors, values, and institutions 
that seem natural to you are actually shaped by your cul-
ture. Culture is so much a part of life that you may not 
even notice behaviors that outsiders find unusual or even 
abhorrent. You may not think about touching someone on 
the head, putting a baby in a crib, or picking up food with 
your left hand, but in some other cultures, such acts may be 
defined as inappropriate or morally wrong.

The transmission of culture is the feature that most 
separates humans from other animals. Some societ-
ies of higher primates have shared cultures but do not 
systematically enculturate (teach a way of life to) the next 
generation. Primate cultures focus on behaviors relating to 
obtaining food, use of territory, and social status. Human 
cultures have significantly more content and are mediated 
by language. Humans are the only mammals with cultures 
that enable them to adapt to and even modify their environ-
ments so that they can survive on the equator, in the Arctic, 
or even beyond the planet.

is developed, and the Web is finally 
launched.

1993: The first point-and-click Web browser, 
Mosaic, is introduced.

1994: The first Internet cafes open. Jeff Bezos 
launches Amazon.com.

1995: Digital cellular phones are introduced. 
The first online auction house, eBay, is 
launched.

1996: Google makes its debut.
2000: Cookies technology allows for informa-

tion profiles to be created, enabling data 
mining.

2001: Instant messaging services expand to 
allow exchanges between different service 
providers.

2002: Broadband technology is developed in 
South Korea.

Mid-2000s:  The Internet converges with previous 
media (radio, television, etc.) to produce 
online versions of all media forms. It also 
becomes a continuing source of new forms 
of communication, including Web sites 
such as MySpace, Facebook, and YouTube.

The continuing rapid advances in technology have paral-
leled the development of shared pop culture in the United 
States and around the world, culture that is accessible to 
everyone, not just the elite. Music groups from Africa, 
Asia, the Middle East, and Europe have gained audiences 

in the United States and vice versa. New musical groups 
can become instant success stories through YouTube. 
Push technology or Webcasting allows audio and video 
presentations on demand, and streaming allows for 
people around the world to listen to broadcasts on the 
Internet. The spread of pop culture—music, mass art, 
fashion, books, you name it—has been made possible by 
advances in technology.

We know that “there is no turning back the clock once 
an innovation is introduced that makes communication 
more rapid, cheap, efficient, and broadly accessible” 
(Danesi 2008:21).

Challenges:

1. Identify four of the historic innovations that par-
ticularly interest you. What are some ways in which 
your life is different today because of those four 
introductions to our popular culture?

2. Identify three positive ways these rapid changes are 
likely to affect the less developed parts of the world.

3. Identify three negative ways these rapid changes 
are likely to affect the less developed parts of the 
world.

4. Are technology and the spread of pop culture bring-
ing the world closer together, or are these innova-
tions more likely to cause tensions as societies 
attempt to protect their citizens against e-fraud, 
pornography, misuse of technology, and change of 
the local culture?
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In 1923, the Hollywood Association started a campaign to 
expel the Japanese from their community. Signs like these 
were prominent throughout Hollywood and in other California 
communities. They illustrate ethnocentrism.

Thinking Sociologically

Try playing a game of cards with four people in which each 
player thinks a different suit is trump (a trump is a rule 
whereby any card from the trump suit wins over any card 
from a different suit). In this game, one person believes 
hearts is trump, another assumes spades is trump, and so 
forth. What would happen? How would the result be similar 
to a society with no common culture?

Ethnocentrism and Cultural Relativity

As scientists, sociologists must rely on careful use of the sci-
entific method to understand behavior. The scientific method 
calls for objectivity—the practice of considering observed 
behavior independently of one’s own beliefs and values. The 
study of social behavior thus requires both sensitivity to a wide 
variety of human social patterns and a perspective that reduces 
bias. This is more difficult than it sounds because sociologists 
themselves are products of society and culture. All of us are 
raised in a particular culture that we view as normal or natural. 
Yet not every culture views the same things as “normal.”

The Arapesh of New Guinea, a traditional and stable 
society, encourage premarital sex. It is a way for a girl to 
prove her fertility, which makes her more attractive as 
a potential marriage partner (Mead [1935] 1963). Any 
babies born out of wedlock are simply absorbed into the 
girl’s extended family. The baby’s care, support, belong-
ing, and lineage are not major issues for the Arapesh. 

The babies are simply accepted and welcomed as new 
members of the mother’s family because the structure is 
able to absorb them. For the Arapesh and for the Bontoc 
of the Philippines, sexual behavior outside marriage is not 
a moral issue.

From studies of 154 societies documented in the Human 
Relations Area Files (Ford 1970; a source of comparative infor-
mation on many traditional societies around the world), scien-
tists have found that about 42% of the 154 included societies 
encourage premarital sex, whereas 29% forbid such behavior 
and punish those who disobey this rule. The remainder fall in 
between. As you can see, social values, beliefs, and behaviors 
can vary dramatically from one society to the next. These dif-
ferences can be threatening and even offensive because most 
people judge others according to their own perspectives, expe-
riences, and values.

The tendency to view one’s own group and its cultural 
expectations as right, proper, and superior to others is 
called ethnocentrism. If you were brought up in a society 
that forbids premarital or extramarital sex, for instance, 
you might judge the Arapesh—or many Americans—to be 
immoral. In a few Muslim societies, people who violate this 
taboo may be severely punished or even executed, because 
premarital sex is seen as an offense against the faith and 
the family and as a weakening of social bonds. In turn, the 
Arapesh would find rules of abstinence to be strange and 
even wrong.

Societies instill some degree of ethnocentrism in their mem-
bers because ethnocentric beliefs hold groups together and help 
members feel that they belong to the group. Ethnocentrism 
promotes loyalty, unity, high morale, and conformity to the 
rules of society. Fighting for one’s country, for instance, requires 
some degree of belief in the rightness of one’s own society and 
its causes. Ethnocentric attitudes also help protect societies from 
rapid, disintegrating change. If most people in a society did not 

This Japanese schoolgirl might think that eating with a fork or spoon is 
quite strange. She has been well socialized to know that polite eating 
involves competent use of chopsticks.
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believe in the rules and values of their own culture, the result 
could be widespread dissent, deviance, or crime.

Ethnocentrism can take many forms (see, for example, 
how you react to Map 3.1). Unfortunately, ethnocentrism 
often leads to misunderstandings between people of differ-
ent cultures. In addition, the same ethnocentric attitudes 
that strengthen societies may also encourage hostility, rac-
ism, war, and genocide against others—even others within 
the society—who are different. Virtually all societies tend 
to “demonize” their adversary—in movies, the news, and 
political speeches—while the conflict is most intense. 
Dehumanizing another group with labels makes it easier to 
torture or kill them or to perform acts of discrimination and 
brutality against them. We see this in the current conflicts 
in Iraq, in which both sides in the conflict feel hatred for 
each other. However, as we become a part of a global social 
world, it becomes increasingly important to accept those 
who are “different.” Bigotry and attitudes of superiority do 
not enhance cross-national cooperation and trade—which 
is what the global village and globalization entail.

Ethnocentrism can lead to misunderstandings between 
members of different cultures. Consider the American busi-
nesspeople who go to Japan to negotiate deals and sign 
contracts. The Japanese way of doing business takes time. It 
involves getting to know the other party by socializing over 
drinks in the evening. It is important not to rush the deal. 
To the Japanese, the Americans seem pushy, too concerned 
about contract details rather than trust, and in too much of a 
hurry. Many an international business arrangement has fallen 
through because of such cultural misunderstandings.

U.S. foreign relations also illustrate how ethnocentrism 
can produce hostility. Many U.S. citizens are surprised to 
learn that the United States—a great democracy, world 
power, and disseminator of food, medicine, and techno-
logical assistance to developing nations—is despised in 
many countries. One cause is the political dominance of the 
United States and the threat it poses to other people’s way of 
life (Hertsgaard 2003). U.S. citizens are regarded by some as 
thinking ethnocentrically and only about their own welfare 
as their country exploits weaker nations. U.S. tourists are 

Map 3.1 “Southside Up” Global Map

Source: Map by Anna Versluis.

Note: This map illustrates geographic ethnocentrism. Americans tend to assume it is natural that the north should 
always be “on top.” The fact that this upside-down map of the world, where south is “up,” looks incorrect or disturbing 
is a consequence of an ethnocentric view of the world. Most people think of their countries or regions as occupying a 
more central and larger part of the world. Does this map change the way you view the world? Why?
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sometimes seen as loudmouthed ignoramuses whose eth-
nocentric attitudes prevent them from seeing value in other 
cultures or from learning other languages.

Anti-U.S. demonstrations in South America, the 
Middle East, and Asia have brought this reality to life 
through television. Indeed, politicians in several Latin 
American and European countries have run for office on 
platforms aimed at reducing U.S. influence. Thus, U.S. 
ethnocentrism may foster anti-American ethnocentrism 
among people from other countries. Note that even refer-
ring to citizens of the United States as “Americans”—as 
though people from Canada, Mexico, or South America do 
not really count as Americans—is seen as ethnocentric by 
many people from these other countries. America and the 
United States are not the same thing, but many people in 
the United States, including some presidents, fail to make 
the distinction, much to the dismay of other North and 
South Americans.

Not all ethnocentrism is hostile; some of it is just a reac-
tion to the strange ways of other cultures. An example is 
making judgments about what is proper food to eat and what 
is just not edible. While food is necessary for survival, there 
are widespread cultural differences in what people eat. Some 
of the New Guinea tribes savor grasshoppers; Europeans and 
Russians relish raw fish eggs (caviar); Eskimo children find seal 
eyeballs a treat; some Indonesians eat dog; and some Nigerians 
prize termites. Whether it is from another time period or 
another society, variations in food can be shocking to us.

In contrast to ethnocentrism, cultural relativism is a 
view that requires setting aside cultural and personal beliefs 
and prejudices to understand another group or society 

through the eyes of members of that group. Instead of 
judging cultural practices and social behavior as good or 
bad according to one’s own cultural practices, the goal is to 
be impartial in learning the purposes and consequences of 
practices and behaviors of the group under study. Although 
we may have preferences for certain software programs to 
do word processing, we can recognize that other software 
programs are quite good, may have some features that are 
better than the one we use, and are ingeniously designed.

Yet being tolerant and understanding is not always easy, 
and even for the most impartial observer, the subtleties of other 
cultures can be elusive. The idea of being “on time,” which is 
so much a part of the cultures of the United States, Canada, 
Japan, and parts of Europe, is a rather bizarre concept in 
many societies. Among many Native American people, such as 
the Dineh (Apache and Navajo), it is ludicrous for people 
to let a timepiece that one wears on one’s arm—a piece of 
machinery—govern the way one constructs and lives life. The 
Dineh orientation to time—that one should do things accord-
ing to the natural rhythm of the body and not according to 
an artificial ticking mechanism—is difficult for many North 
Americans to grasp. Misunderstandings occur when those 
of European heritage think that “Indians are always late” and 
jump to the erroneous conclusion that “Indians” are unde-
pendable. Native Americans, on the other hand, think Whites 
are neurotic about letting some instrument control them (Basso 
1979; Farrer 1996; Hall 1959, 1983).

Whether it is from another time period or another 
society, variations in food can be shocking to us, making it 
hard to understand other people and other times, as the next 
“Sociology Around the World” illustrates. Cultural relativism 

In the United States, dogs are family members and are highly cherished, with dog care becoming a growth industry. In Nanking, 
China, dogs are valued more as a culinary delicacy and a good source of protein. If you feel a twinge of disgust, that is part of the 
ethnocentrism we may experience as our perspectives conflict with those elsewhere in the world.
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Sociology Around the World

Evolutionary Cuisine

Early Humans’ Salad Bar

This is the menu of the early hominids, who lived in the 
savannahs of eastern and southern Africa from roughly 
1.5 million to 5 million years ago. Everything was served 
raw. Cooking with fire had not been discovered.

Main course: Nuts, birds’ eggs, roots, tubers, beans, 
leaves, gum, sap, greens, insects, worms, grubs, ter-
mites, and seasonal berries and fruits. (90% of the diet)

Raw meat appetizer tray: Gathered delicacies 
include small mammals, birds, reptiles, fish, shellfish, 
slow game, dead or dying animals, and infants of spe-
cies such as antelope, pig, giraffe, or baboons when 
available. Bone marrow or the contents of animal heads 
and stomachs are delicious additions to this menu. 
Season with honey, rock salt, or puree of worms and 
insects. (10% of the diet)

Ancestral Potluck Dinner

The first members of our own genus, Homo erectus, 
used these recipes from about 100,000 to 1.5 mil-
lion years ago in the tropical and temperate zones of 
Africa and Eurasia. New technologies in fire making, 
advanced scavenging, and simple hunting as well as 
social advances in cooperation, sharing, and the gender 
division of labor provided some very tasty and nourish-
ing meals for our ancestors.

Main courses: A stew or soup made with vegeta-
bles, bird bones, roots, nuts, and foods from the Salad 
Bar and Raw Meat Appetizer Tray, plus other gathered 
foods as available. Add leftovers and herbal seasonings. 
(80% of the diet)

Outdoor barbecue: Sizzling deer haunch, roasted rab-
bit, shellfish, wild boar, ox, or cattle ribs. (20% of the diet)

Source: Ward (1996).

requires that we shrug our shoulders and say, “Well, they 
are getting vitamins, proteins, and other nutrients, and it 
seems to work for them.”

Cultural relativism does not require that social scien-
tists accept or agree with all the beliefs and behaviors of 
the societies or groups they study. Certain behaviors, such 
as infanticide, cannibalism, head-hunting, slavery, female 
genital mutilation (removal of the clitoris), forced marriage, 
terrorism, or genocide may be regarded as unacceptable by 
almost all social scientists. Yet it is still important to try to 
understand those practices in the social and cultural con-
texts in which they occur so that abuses of human rights 
can be challenged. Many social scientists take strong stands 
against violations of human rights, environmental destruc-
tion, and other social policies. They base their judgments 
on the concept of universal human rights and the potential 
for harm to human beings and to the world community. 
Yet note that most Western democracies are adaptations 
to systems that thrive on values of extreme individualism, 
differentiation of job positions, and competition, consistent 
with a very complex society. Not all leaders of other societ-
ies agree that these values produce the type of life they wish 
for their people.

Thinking Sociologically

Small, tightly knit societies with no meso or macro level 
often stress cooperation, conformity, and personal sac-
rifice for the sake of the community. Complex societies 
with established meso- and macro-level linkages are more 
frequently individualistic, stressing personal uniqueness, 
individual creativity, and critical thinking. Why might this 
be so?

The Components 
of Culture

Things and thoughts—these make up much of our cul-
ture. From our things—material culture—to our thoughts 
(feelings, beliefs, values, and attitudes)—nonmaterial 
culture—culture provides the guidelines for our lives.
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Multinational corporations know no national barriers. Thousands 
of products you use every day were likely made or assembled 
on the other side of the globe. Industrialization in the less 
developed countries is also changing life for them, as well as 
affecting jobs and consumption patterns in North America.

Material Culture: 
The Artifacts of Life

Material culture includes all the objects we can see or touch, 
all the artifacts of a group of people—their grindstones for 
grinding cassava root, microwave ovens for cooking, bricks 
of mud or clay for building shelters, hides or woven cloth 
for making clothing, books or computers for conveying 
information, tools for reshaping their environments, vessels 
for carrying and sharing food, and weapons for dominating 
and subduing others. Material culture includes anything 
you can touch that is made by humans.

Some material culture is of local, micro-level ori-
gin. The kinds of materials with which homes are con-
structed and the materials used for clothing often reflect 
the geography and resources of the local area. Houses are 
an especially good example of material culture, since they 
both result from local notions of what a “home” looks like 
and shape the interactions and attitudes toward many 
aspects of society. Likewise, types of jewelry, pottery, musi-
cal instruments, or clothing reflect tastes that emerge at 
the micro and meso levels of family, community, and sub-
culture. At a more macro level, national and international 
corporations interested in making profits work hard to 
establish trends in fashion and style that may cross conti-
nents and oceans.

Material culture in many ways drives the globaliza-
tion process. Many of our clothes are now made in Asia 
or Central American countries. Our shoes may well have 
been produced in the Philippines. The oil used to make 
the plastic water bottles and devices in our kitchens likely 
came from the Middle East. Even food is imported year-
round from around the planet. That romantic diamond 
engagement ring—a symbol that represents the most inti-
mate tie—may well be imported from a South African 
mine using low-paid or even slave labor. Our cars are 
assembled from parts produced on nearly every conti-
nent. Moreover, we spend many hours in front of a piece 
of material culture—our computers—surfing the World 
Wide Web. Material culture is not just for local homebod-
ies anymore.

Thinking Sociologically

Think of examples of material culture that you use daily: 
stove, automobile, cell phone, refrigerator, clock, money, 
and so forth. How do these material objects influence your 
way of life and the way you interact with others? How would 
your behavior be different if these material objects, say 
watches or cars, did not exist?

Nonmaterial Culture: Beliefs, 
Values, Rules, and Language

Nonmaterial culture refers to the invisible and intangible parts of 
culture; they are of equal or even greater importance than mate-
rial culture for they involve society’s rules 
of behavior, ideas, and beliefs that shape 
how people interact with others and with 
their environment. Although we cannot 
touch the nonmaterial components of our 
culture, they pervade our life and are instrumental in determin-
ing how we think, feel, and behave. Nonmaterial culture is 
complex, comprising four main elements: values, beliefs, norms 
or rules, and language. These elements are also expressed in an 
ideal culture and a real culture.

Each culture has ideals that its 
members learn are desirable ways to 
think and act. Ideal culture consists 
of practices, beliefs, and values that  

Audio Link 3.1 
Listen to more on 
material culture.

Video Link 3.2 
Watch the influence 

of branding.
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social world look like?  
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photo essay and you could win  
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Houses as Part of a  
Society’s Material Culture
Homes are good examples of material culture. Their construction is influenced not only by local  
materials but also by ideas of what a home is. Homes shape the context in which family members interact,  
so they can influence the nonmaterial culture. Indeed, in some cases, homes become status symbols that are far larger 
than the family needs; the family uses the home to make a prestige statement about its socioeconomic standing.

Photo Essay
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are regarded as most desirable and are consciously taught 
to children. Not everyone, however, follows the approved 
cultural patterns. Real culture refers to the way things 
in society are actually done. For the most part, we hardly 
question these practices and beliefs that we see around us. 
Rather like animals that have always lived in a rain forest 
and cannot imagine a treeless desert, we often fail to notice 
how our culture helps us make sense of things. Because of 
this, we do not recognize the gap between what we tell our-
selves about ourselves and what we actually do.

For example, the ideal in many societies is to ban 
extramarital sex. Sex outside marriage can raise questions 
of paternity and inheritance, besides leading to spousal 
jealousy and family conflict. In the United States, about 
one fourth of all married men and one in seven married 
women report that they have had at least one extramarital 
affair (Newman and Grauerholz 2002). So while we claim 
that we believe in marital fidelity and that this is at the 
core of family morality, actual behavior is frequently a bit 
different.

Values are shared judgments about what is desirable 
or undesirable, right or wrong, good or bad. They express 
the basic ideals of any culture. In industrial societies, for 
instance, a good education is highly valued. Gunnar Myrdal 
(1964), a Swedish sociologist and observer of U.S. culture, 
referred to the U.S. value system as the “American creed.” 
Values become a creed when they are so much a part of the 
way of life that they acquire the power of religious doc-
trine. We tend to take our core values for granted, includ-
ing freedom, equality, individualism, democracy, efficiency, 
progress, achievement, material comfort, and patriotic duty 
(Macionis 2007; Williams 1970).

At the macro level, conflicts may arise between groups 
in society because of differing value systems. For example, 
there are major differences between the values of vari-
ous Native American groups and the dominant culture—
whether that dominant culture is in North, Central, or 
South America (Lake 1990; Sharp 1991). Consider the 
story in “Sociology Around the World” about Rigoberta 
Menchú Tum and the experiences of Native American pop-
ulations living in Guatemala.

The conflict in values between Native Americans and 
the national cultures of Canada and the United States has 
had serious consequences. Cooperation is a cultural value 
that has been passed on through generations of Native 
Americans because group survival depends on group coop-
eration in the hunt, in war, and in daily life. The value of 
cooperation can place native children at a disadvantage 
in North American schools that emphasize competition. 
Native American and Canadian First Nation children expe-
rience more success in classrooms that stress cooperation 
and sociability over competition and individuality (Lake 
1990; Mehan 1992).

Another Native American value is the appreciation of and 
respect for nature. Conservation of resources and protection 
of the natural environment—Mother Earth—have always 
been important because of people’s dependence on nature 
for survival. Today, we witness disputes between native tribes 
and the governments of Canada, the United States, Mexico, 
Guatemala, Brazil, and other countries over the raw resources 
found on native reservations. While many other North and 
South Americans also value cooperation and respect for the 
environment, these values do not govern decision making 
in most communities (D. Brown 2001; Marger 2006). The 
values honored by governments and corporations are those 
held by the people with power, prestige, and wealth.

Thinking Sociologically

How are different cultural values a source of major problems 
for native peoples or other minority groups with which you 
are familiar?

Beliefs are more specific ideas we hold about life, 
about the way society works, and about where we fit into 
the world. They are expressed as specific statements that 
we hold to be true. Beliefs come from traditions established 
over time, from religious teachings, from experiences people 
have had, and from lessons given by parents and teachers or 
other individuals in authority. Beliefs influence the choices 
we make. Many Hindus, for example, believe that fulfill-
ing behavioral expectations of one’s own social caste will 
be rewarded in one’s next birth, or incarnation. In the next 
life, good people will be born into a higher social status. In 
contrast, some Christians believe that one’s fate in the after-
life depends on whether one believes in certain ideas—for 
instance, that Jesus Christ is one’s personal savior. Beliefs 
tend to be based on values, which are broader and more 
abstract notions of something desirable. One value might be 
that the environment is worth preserving, but a belief might 
be that humans have caused global warming. Another value 
might be eternal life, but a belief might be that this occurs 
through reincarnation and eventually nirvana.

Norms are rules of behavior shared by members of a 
society and rooted in the value system. Norms range from 
religious warnings such as “thou shalt not kill” to the expec-
tation that young people will complete their high school 
education. Sometimes the origins of particular norms are 
quite clear. Few people wonder, for instance, why there is 
a norm to stop and look both ways at a stop sign. Other 
norms, such as the rule in many societies that women 
should wear skirts but men should not, have been passed 
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on through the generations and have become unconsciously 
accepted patterns and a part of tradition. Sometimes we 
may not know how norms originated or even be aware of 
norms until they are violated.

Norms are generally classified into three catego-
ries—folkways, mores, and laws—based largely on how 
important the norms are in the society and people’s 
response to the breach of those norms. Folkways are 
customs or desirable behaviors, but they are not strictly 
enforced: Some examples are responding appropriately 
and politely when introduced to someone, speaking qui-
etly in a library, not scratching your genitals in public, 
using proper table manners, or covering your mouth 
when you cough. Violation of these norms causes people 
to think you are weird or even uncouth but not neces-
sarily immoral or criminal.

Mores are norms that most members observe because 
they have great moral significance in a society. Conforming 
to mores is a matter of right and wrong, and violations of 
many mores are treated very seriously. The person who 
deviates from mores is considered immoral or bordering on 
criminal. Being honest, not cheating on exams, and being 
faithful in a marriage are all mores. Table 3.2 provides 
examples of violations of folkways and mores.

Taboos are the strongest 
form of mores. They concern 
actions considered unthinkable 
or unspeakable in the culture. 
For example, most societies have 
taboos that forbid incest (sexual 
relations with a close relative) and prohibit defacing or 
eating a human corpse. Taboos are most common and 

Sociology Around the World

Life and Death in a Guatemalan Village

In her four decades of life, Rigoberta Menchú Tum 
experienced the closeness of family and coopera-
tion in village life. These values are very important in 

Chimel, the Guatemalan hamlet where she lives. She 
also experienced great pain and suffering with the loss 
of her family and community. A Quiche Indian, Menchú 
became famous throughout the world in 1992, when 
she received the Nobel Peace Prize for her work to 
improve conditions for Indian peoples.

Guatemalans of Spanish origin hold the reins of 
power and have used Indians almost as slaves. Some 
of the natives were cut off from food, water, and other 
necessities, but people in the hamlet helped support 
each other and taught children survival techniques. Most 
people had no schooling. Menchú’s work life in the sugar-
cane fields began at age 5. At 14, she traveled to the city 
to work as a domestic servant. While there, she learned 
Spanish, which helped her to be more effective in defend-
ing the rights of the indigenous population in Guatemala. 
Her political coming of age occurred at age 16, when she 
witnessed her brother’s assassination by a group trying to 
expel her people from their native lands.

Her father started a group to fight the repression of 
the indigenous and poor, and at 20, Menchú joined the 

movement, Comite de Unidad Campesina (CUC, mean-
ing “Peasant Unity Committee”), which the government 
claimed was communist inspired. Her father was murdered 
during a military assault, and her mother was tortured and 
killed. Menchú moved to Mexico with many other exiles to 
continue their nonviolent fight for rights and democracy.

The values of the native population represented by 
Menchú focus on respect for and a profound spiritual rela-
tionship with the environment, equality of all people, free-
dom from economic oppression, the dignity of her culture, 
and the benefits of cooperation over competition. The land-
owners tended to stress freedom of people to pursue their 
individual self-interests (even if inequality resulted), the 
value of competition, and the right to own property and to 
do whatever one desired to exploit that property for eco-
nomic gain. Individual property rights were thought to be 
more important than preservation of indigenous cultures. 
Economic growth and profits were held in higher regard 
than religious connectedness to the earth.

The values of the native population and those of 
the landowners are in conflict. Only time will tell if the 
work of Indian activists such as Rigoberta Menchú Tum 
and her family will make a difference in the lives of this 
indigenous population.

Encyclopedia Link 3.2 
Read more  

about folkways.



86 Socia l  Structure,  Processes, and Contro l

Folkways: Conventional Polite Behaviors 

Violations viewed as “weird”:

Swearing in house of worship

Wearing blue jeans to the prom

Using poor table manners

Picking one’s nose in public

Mores: Morally Significant Behaviors 

Violations viewed as “immoral”:

Lying or being unfaithful to a spouse

Buying cigarettes or liquor for young teens

Having sex with a professor as a way to increase one’s 
grade

Parking in handicap spaces when one is in good 
physical condition

numerous in societies that do not have centralized govern-
ments to establish formal laws and to maintain jails.

Taboos and other moral codes are of the utmost impor-
tance to a group because they provide guidelines for what is 
right and wrong. Yet behaviors that are taboo in one situation 
may be acceptable at another time and place. The incest taboo 
is an example found in all cultures, yet the application of the 

incest taboo varies greatly across cultures (Brown 1991). 
In medieval Europe, if a man and a woman were within 7 
degrees of relatedness and wanted to marry, the marriage 
could be denied by the priest as incestuous. (Your first 
cousin is a third degree of relatedness from you.) On the 
other hand, the Balinese permit twins to marry because it is 
believed they have already been intimately bonded together 
in the womb (Leslie and Korman 1989). In some African 
and Native American societies, one cannot marry a sibling 
but might be expected to marry a first cousin. As Table 3.3 
illustrates, the definition of what is and what is not incest 
varies even from state to state in the United States.

Laws are norms that have been formally encoded 
by those holding political power in society, such as laws 
against stealing property or killing another person. The 
violator of a law is likely to be perceived not just as a weird 
or immoral person but as a criminal who deserves formal 
punishment. Many mores are passed into law, and some 
folkways are also made into law. Formal punishments are 
imposed. Spitting on the sidewalk is not a behavior that 
has high levels of moral contempt, yet it is illegal in some 
cities, resulting in fines to punish violators. Furthermore, 
behaviors may be folkways in one situation and mores 
in another. For example, nudity or various stages of near 
nudity may be only mildly questionable in some social set-
tings (the beach or certain fraternity parties) but would be 
quite offensive in others (a four-star restaurant or a house 
of worship) and against the law in still other situations, 
incurring a penalty.

Table 3.2  Types of Norms

Table 3.3  Incest Taboos in the United States: States That Allow First-Cousin Marriage

States that allow only under certain conditions: The following states also allow first-cousin marriage but only under 
certain conditions such as marriage after a certain age or inability to bear children: Arizona, Illinois, Indiana, Utah, and 
Wisconsin.

Marriage of half cousins: Kansas, Maine, Montana, Nebraska, Nevada, and Oklahoma.

Marriage of adopted cousins: Louisiana, Mississippi, Oregon, and West Virginia.

States that do not allow first-cousin marriage: Fifteen other U.S. states disallow marriages to first cousins within 
the state: Arkansas, Delaware, Idaho, Iowa, Kentucky, Michigan, Minnesota, Missouri, New Hampshire, North Dakota, 
Ohio, Pennsylvania, South Dakota, Washington, and Wyoming.

Historically, in the United States, incest laws forbid in-law marriages far more than first-cousin marriages.

Source: “State Laws Regarding Marriages” (2010). 
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Sanctions reinforce norms through rewards and pen-
alties. Formal sanctions to enforce the most important 
norms are implemented by official action. Fines for park-
ing illegally, lowered grades on an assignment for plagia-
rism, or expulsion for bringing drugs or weapons to school 
are formal negative sanctions your school might impose. 
Honors and awards are formal positive sanctions. Informal 
sanctions are unofficial rewards or punishments. A private 
word of praise by your professor after class about how well 
you did on your exam would be an informal positive sanc-
tion; gossip or ostracism by other students because of the 
clothes you are wearing would be informal negative sanc-
tions. Sanctions vary with the importance of the norm and 
can range from a parent frowning at a child who fails to 
use proper table manners (a micro-level setting) to a prison 
term or death sentence. Similarly, when we obey norms, we 
are rewarded, sometimes with simple acts such as smiles 
and jokes and pats on the back that indicate solidarity with 
others. Most often, adherence to norms is ingrained so 
deeply that our reward is simply “fitting in.” Your reward for 
polite social behavior—for asking about someone’s interests 
and activities, for not being overly shy or pushy in conver-
sation—is friendship and fitting into the group. Folkways 
and many mores are enforced through informal sanctions, 
yet sometimes penalties for deviant behavior can be severe.

Norms concerning sexual behaviors are often very 
strong and carry powerful sanctions; sometimes they are 
even imposed by national governments. A woman who 
becomes pregnant outside marriage in societies that strongly 
condemn nonmarital sex is likely to be ostracized and her 
child labeled illegitimate. Such children may be stigmatized 
for life, living as outcasts in poverty on the streets, begging 
for food. This was the case in Vietnam during the French 
colonial period and during the U.S.-Vietnam War, when 
many biracial children were excluded from participation 
in society. “Half-breed” children bore the stigma, fueled by 
xenophobia and nationalism, because they were remind-
ers of interaction with the country’s colonial and wartime 
past. Biracial children are still suffering discrimination in 
Vietnam (DiversityInc. 2008; Nguyen 2005).

When a society faces change, especially from war, rapid 
urbanization, industrialization, and modernization, tradi-
tional norms that have worked for the society for centuries 
are challenged. In the past few decades, examples have been 
seen in many Islamic countries where modernization has 
been met with a resurgence of religious fundamentalism. 
A case in point is Iran. The rapid modernization and social 
changes that took place in the post–World War II era under 
the Shah of Iran, Mohammed Reza Pahlavi, were met by a 
backlash from religious fundamentalists. When the Shah 
was ousted in 1979, Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini restored 
traditional Islamic rule. Strict Muslim laws and swift, often 
severe punishments were meted out to offenders. Radio 
music and drinking of alcoholic beverages were banned, 
and women were required to again wear the veil, as in 
previous times. Afghanistan and other Muslim nations are 
currently struggling with the conflicts between traditional 
religious and cultural values and those related to pres-
sures from the social environment—in this case Western 
nations—for change and modernization. At the global level, 
there are newly emerging norms to deal with some areas of 
technology, such as fraud and theft on the Internet and the 
World Wide Web. Without norms, there are no guidelines 
for interactions between individuals and groups. E-mail has 
been in existence for civilians only since 1994, thus allow-
ing social scientists to watch the emergence of norms in this 
new social environment.

Communication is often mediated and enhanced 
through nonverbal indicators such as tone of voice, inflec-
tion, facial expressions, or other gestures that communicate 
emotion. In an e-mail, the words are just words without 
context. To establish norms, many listservs now have rules 
for polite communication to avoid “flaming” someone—
insulting them with insensitive words by a faceless person. 
The development of smileys and emoticons adds combina-
tions of characters that represent the emotional context of 
the message. Norms of Internet communication are still 
emerging, and you probably have experienced times when 
messages have been misunderstood because the norms of 
communication are ambiguous.

Nudity may be considered a violation of law, mores, or 
folkways, or it may simply be accepted as normal, as in the 
case of this nude beach.
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Thinking Sociologically

One of the problems of Internet communication has been 
that many norms of civil discourse are ignored, and new 
norms emerge. What do you see as the current rules for 
Internet communication? A related problem is that some 
young people think these new norms are appropriate in 
other communication situations—such as communicating 
with a professor or an employer. What problems might 
occur when applying Internet norms to communication in 
other social situations?

Language is the foundation of every culture. The mini-
drama between infant and adult is played out every day 
around the world as millions of infants learn the language 
of the adults who care for them. In the process, they acquire 
an important part of culture. Although many animals can 
communicate with a limited repertoire of sounds, the ability 
to speak a language is unique to humans. Human infants 
have the potential for developing language because the 
human voice box, tongue, and brain make speech bio-
logically possible. In their early months, babies make many 
sounds—squealing, growling, “raspberries,” cooing, and 
tongue clicks. These become more recognizable as syllables 
in the second 6 months of life (Oller 2006). At about 1 
year of age, most infants begin to pronounce recogniz-
able words in the language of their culture. The human 
infant is capable of making roughly 1,000 sounds, but any 
given society considers only about 40 or 50 of these to be 
language sounds. The baby soon learns that some of those 
sounds elicit enthusiastic responses from the adult caretak-
ers, reinforcing their use.

Transport a baby from France to the Arapesh tribe 
in New Guinea and another baby from New Guinea to 
France, and each will learn to speak the language and 
adhere to the culture in which it is brought up. The rea-
son is that language, like other components of culture, is 
learned. Language conveys verbal and nonverbal messages 
among members of society. Simply put, without language 
there would be little, if any, culture. Through the use of lan-
guage, members of a culture can pass on essential knowledge 
to children and can share ideas with other members of their 
society. Work can be organized; the society can build on its 
experiences and plan its future. Through language, members 
express their ideas, values, beliefs, and knowledge, a key 
ingredient in the ability of humans to sustain social life.

Language takes three primary forms: spoken, writ-
ten, and nonverbal. Spoken language allows individuals to 
produce a set of sounds that symbolize an object or idea. 
That combination of sounds is learned by all who share a 
culture, and it generally holds similar meaning for all mem-
bers. Written language enables humans to store ideas for 

future generations, accelerating the accumulation of ideas 
on which to build. It also makes possible communication 
over distances. Members of a society learn to read these 
shared symbols, some of which are displayed in Figure 3.1.

Nonverbal language is communication consisting of ges-
tures, facial expressions, and body postures. This mode of 
communication may carry as much as 90% of the meaning 
of the message (Samovar and Porter 2003). Every culture 
uses nonverbal language to communicate, and just like 
verbal language, those cues may differ widely among cul-
tures. For instance, an A-OK gesture or a hand wave that is 
positive in one culture may have a negative, even obscene, 
meaning in another.

The power to communicate nonverbally is illustrated 
in the American Sign Language, designed for the hearing 
challenged and the mute. Complex ideas can be transmitted 
without vocalizing a word. Indeed, one can argue that the 
deaf have a distinctive culture of their own rooted in large 
part in the unique language that serves them. In addition, 
technology has aided communication among the hearing 
impaired through text messaging.

Misunderstandings occur between ethnic groups 
because of cultural differences regarding communica-
tion. The Apache Indians in the American Southwest tell 
“Whiteman jokes”—ridiculing White people because they 
engage in grossly unacceptable actions such as calling one 
another by name even when they do not know each other 
intimately, asking about one another’s health, complement-
ing one another’s clothing, and greeting others who walk 
into a room. Because so many White U.S. citizens do not 
understand that these behaviors are viewed as offensive, 
they may violate expectations and create difficulties for 
themselves in dealing with the Apaches. They may act in 
ways that are considered ill-mannered and rude (Basso 
1979).

Figure 3.1   Societies Use Various Symbols to 
Communicate Their Written Language
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Misinterpretation of nonverbal signals can also occur 
between male and female microcultures in Western societ-
ies. When women nod their heads in response to a person 
who is talking, they often are encouraging the speaker to 
continue, signaling that they are listening and that they 
want the speaker to carry on with the clarification and 
explanation. It does not signal agreement. When men nod 
their heads when another person is speaking, they typically 
assume that the message is “I agree with what you are say-
ing.” This can lead to awkward, confusing, and even embar-
rassing miscues when men and women talk to one another, 
with the man mistakenly confident that the woman agrees 
with his ideas (Stringer 2006).

Language also plays a critical role in perception and in 
thought organization. The linguistic relativity theory (Sapir 
1929, 1949; Whorf 1956) posits that the people who speak 
a specific language make interpretations of their reality—
they notice certain things and may fail to notice certain 
other things. “A person’s ‘picture of the universe’ or ‘view of 
the world’ differs as a function of the particular language or 
languages that person knows” (Kodish 2003:384). Children 
in each different culture will learn about the world within 
the framework provided by their language. Scientists con-
tinue to debate the extent to which language can influence 
thought, but most agree that while language may contribute 
to certain ways of thinking, it does not totally determine 
human thinking (Casasanto 2008; Gumperz and Levinson 
1996; Levinson 2000). Although this theory is controversial 
and aspects have been misinterpreted, the idea of language, 
culture, consciousness, and behavior affecting each other is 
influential when studying the role of language.

Consider how language affects the planning of our 
day: Many nonindustrial peoples in Asia, Africa, Australia, 
and South and North America do not keep time in the 
kinds of exact units used in the industrial world—seconds, 
minutes, and hours. The smallest units might be sunrise, 
morning, midday, late afternoon, dusk, and night (Hall 
1983). Meeting someone for an appointment requires great 

patience, for there are no words for what we call seconds, 
minutes, or even hours. Think about how this would change 
your life and the pace of everything around you. If you 
showed up at a predesignated location, your friend might 
appear three hours later but would be on time because the 
unit of time would include a four- or five-hour time period. 
In such a culture, one would eat when food is prepared 
or when one is hungry. One gets up when one is rested. 
Time-based words cause most of us 
to organize our days in particular 
ways and even to become irritated 
with others who do not adhere to 
these expectations (Bertman 1998).

To use another example, in the English language, people 
tend to associate certain colors with certain qualities in a way 
that may add to the problem of racist attitudes. In Webster’s 
Unabridged English Dictionary, the definition of the word black 
includes “dismal,” “boding ill,” “hostile,” “harmful,” “inexcus-
able,” “without goodness,” “evil,” “wicked,” “disgrace,” and 
“without moral light.” The word white, on the other hand, 
is defined as “honest,” “dependable,” “morally pure,” “inno-
cent,” and “without malice.” If the linguistic relativity thesis 
is correct, it is more than a coincidence that bad things are 
associated with the black sheep of the family, the blacklist, or 
Black Tuesday (when the stock market dropped dramatically).

This association of blackness with negative images and 
meanings is not true of all languages. The societies that have 
negative images for black and positive images for white are 
the same societies that associate negative qualities with peo-
ple of darker skin. The use of white as a synonym for “good” 
or “innocent”—as in reference to a “white noise machine” 
or a “white lie”—may contribute to a cultural climate that 
devalues people of color. In essence, English may influence 
our perception of color in a manner that contributes to rac-
ism. Interestingly, there is empirical evidence supporting this 
claim of color symbolism. Athletic teams that wear black 
uniforms have more penalties called on them than teams with 
lighter colored uniforms (Frank and Gilovich 1988).

Language development is extremely important to becoming fully human, and it happens very rapidly from about the first year of life of a baby. 
Still, babies learn to communicate in a variety of other ways. Note how these infants communicate emotions nonverbally. What does each of them 
seem to be communicating?

Audio Link 3.2 
Listen for more on 

language and labels.
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White and black as colors have symbolic meaning—with phrases such 
as blackballed from the club or black sheep of the family indicating 
negative judgment associated with blackness. Research shows that 
teams wearing black are called for more fouls than teams wearing white, 
which raises questions about how pervasive this association is in our 
perception.

Unique language evolves in specific settings. In a 
prison where inmates are closed off from the larger world, 
a whole lingo evolves that is incomprehensible to outsiders 
but essential to survival within the prison: kites, rats, store, 
punks, wolves, cops, and ballbuster are examples of prison 
terms. Even within your own college, there are probably 
terms used to refer to course sequences, majors, or Greek 
houses that people at other universities would find bewil-
dering. At the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, for 
example, students often respond to the question “What is 
your major?” with the number from the catalog: “I’m major-
ing in 23.” That would be a truly bizarre response at some 
other campuses. Within the meso-level medical profession, 
people may discuss magnetic resonance imaging (MRIs), 
brain scans, heart catheterizations, prostate-specific antigen 
(PSA) tests, and other processes that are meaningful in that 

context but may be utterly confusing to those not in that 
microculture.

When grouped together, material and nonmaterial com-
ponents form cultural patterns. People’s lives are organized 
around these patterns. For example, family life includes 
patterns of courtship, marriage, child rearing, and care of 
the elderly. Table 3.4 illustrates some of the more prominent 
material and nonmaterial cultural components involved in 
one aspect of Western society—child rearing.

We have seen that material artifacts and nonmaterial 
beliefs, values, norms, and language are the basic compo-
nents of culture. Next, we explore the theoretical explana-
tions for culture.

Thinking Sociologically

The words bachelor and spinster are supposedly syn-
onymous terms, referring to unmarried adult males and 
females, respectively. Generate a list of adjectives that 
describe each of these words and that you frequently hear 
associated with them (e.g., eligible, swinging, old, unat-
tractive). Are the associated words positive or negative in 
each case? How are these related to the position of the 
unmarried in societies?

Language varies from one social setting to another, and one 
must learn the language to survive. The prison is a society 
separated from the larger society, and it develops its own 
microculture. In prison, one must learn the lingo and the 
associated values that are applied to kites, rats, store, 
punks, wolves, cops, and ballbusters. Inmates, such as 
these men in the yard of San Quentin State Prison, develop 
their own insider lingo.
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Society, Culture, 
and Our Social World

Whether their people are eating termite eggs, fish eggs, or 
chicken eggs, societies always have a culture, and culture is 
always linked to a society. Culture provides guidelines for 
each level of society, from the global system to the individ-
ual family. The social world model at the beginning of the 
chapter, with its concentric circles, represents the micro to 
macro levels of society. Smaller social units such as a school 
operate within larger social units such as the community, 
which is also part of a region of the country. What takes 
place in each of these units is determined by the culture. 
There is a social unit—a structural “hardware”—and a cul-
ture or “software” at each level.

MICROCULTURES: 
MICRO-LEVEL ANALYSIS

Micro-level analysis focuses on social interactions in 
small-group or organizational settings. To apply this idea 
to culture, we look at microcultures. Groups and orga-
nizations such as a Girl Scout troop or a local chapter of 
the Rotary Club or participants in a Facebook chat room 
involve a small number of people. These organizations 
influence only a portion of the members’ lives. When the 
culture affects only a small segment of one’s life—affect-
ing a portion of one’s week or influencing a limited time 
period in one’s life—it is called a microculture (Gordon 
1970). Other classic examples from sociology include  
a street gang, a college sorority, a business office, or a  

summer camp group. In fact, workplaces have been stud-
ied in some detail to explore the climate of these microcul-
tures that we inhabit daily, as we see in the next “Sociology 
in Our Social World.”

Hospitals are social units with 
microcultures. People in different-col-
ored uniforms scurry around carrying 
out their designated tasks as part of 
the organizational culture. Hospital workers interact among 
themselves to attain goals of patient care. They have a com-
mon in-group vocabulary, a shared set of values, a hierarchy 

Table 3.4  Material and Nonmaterial Cultural Patterns in Western Child Rearing

Material objects

Nonmaterial cultural components

Beliefs 

Values 

Rules

Language or symbols

Toys and children’s books; school buildings and playgrounds

Children should be given as many options and opportunities as can be 
afforded.

Parents should sacrifice time and money for their children to help them 
become successful individuals.

Children should obey parents, teachers, and other adult authority figures.

Parents should use appropriate language as the child grows; nonverbal 
language sends messages of approval or disapproval.

Source: “Cousin Marriages” 2008.

When these people work together in a hospital, they share a common 
culture: shared terminology, rules of interaction, and values regarding 
objectifying human body parts so that they are not sexualized. 
However, the hospital microculture only affects a part of each day and 
each week for the hospital personnel. 

Journal Article Link 3.2 
Read more on culture.
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Sociology in Our Social World

Culture in Workplaces

By Lynn Ritchey

Think for a moment about your work environments. 
Some probably have been enjoyable, and some 
miserable. In the workplace that was most enjoy-

able, you might have been working for someone who 
valued your insights. In the miserable workplace, you 
may have worked for a tyrant who dictated everything 
and allowed no flexibility. The workplace is an environ-
ment in which most of us will have sustained inter-
actions with people of different cultural backgrounds. 
With this in mind, it becomes important for us to under-
stand the rules of how work is to be done. Professor 
Geert Hofstede is a social scientist who understands 
the impact of the culture of the workplace and also 
recognizes that different countries have different val-
ues when it comes to the workplace. A study of IBM 
(International Business Machines) employees identified 
several cultural dimensions and value orientations rela-
tive to the workplace: power distance, individualism, 
masculinity, and avoidance of uncertainty.

The Power Distance Index (PDI) measures the 
degree to which less powerful people in an organiza-
tion accept the unequal distribution of power in the 
organization. In countries with a high score on the PDI, 
the “followers” expect that the more powerful people 
in the organizations will dictate what everyone else 
does in the workplace. The powerful do not seek input 
from followers. The United States has a low PDI score. 
This means most workers in the United States expect 
that they will have input into decisions about their work-
place and tasks that they perform.

The Individualism Index (IDV) compares countries 
on whether they are more individualist or collectivist 
in their value orientation. This dimension assesses 
the degree of interrelatedness between individu-
als. Countries scoring high on individualism, such as  
the United States, have looser connections with 
groups, and the employees are working mostly for 
their own personal benefit. Countries with low scores 

on individualism are more collectivist or group ori-
ented and work for the success of the entire group, 
whether it be the extended family, school commu-
nity, or work group.

The Masculinity Index (MAS) measures the degree 
that “masculine” traits are valued in the country more 
than “feminine” ones. Countries scoring low in the 
MAS value modesty, caring, group cohesion, personal 
relationships, and overall quality of life. Competition is 
not especially valued in low masculinity countries. The 
United States has a high MAS score because compe-
tition and assertiveness are rewarded. We strive for 
success with little concern about group cohesion or 
personal relationships. Only the strong survive; dog 
eat dog.

The Uncertainty Avoidance Index (UAI) measures 
the degree to which a society socializes it members to 
feel comfortable in ambiguous settings. Countries with 
a high score on the UAI have very strict laws and rules 
governing most areas of life. Everyone knows what 
is expected, and very little is left to chance. Countries 
with low scores on the UAI, such as the United States, 
are more accepting of ambiguous situations. There is 
more flexibility, creativity, and acceptance of diverse 
points of view.

Understanding these value orientations is impor-
tant because many of us will come into contact with 
people from other cultures in the workplace. When 
we are aware of our own value orientations and the 
value orientations of those with whom we work, 
we can become more successful in our interactions 
and reduce the frustration and confusion we might 
experience when we interact with culturally differ-
ent people. For example, instead of thinking your 
boss is a tyrant, you might come to understand that 
your boss is from a high power-distance country. To 
explore the scores for different countries, visit http://
www.geert-hofstede.com.
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of positions with roles and behaviors for each position, and 
a guiding system of regulations for the organization—all of 
which shape interactions during the hours when each mem-
ber works in the hospital. Yet the hospital culture may have 
little relevance to the rest of the employees’ everyday lives. 
Microcultures may survive over time, with individuals com-
ing in and going out from the group, but in a complex society, 
no one lives his or her entire life within a microculture. The 
values, rules, and specialized language used by the hospital 
staff continue as one shift ends and other medical personnel 
enter and sustain that microculture.

Every organization, club, and association has an organi-
zational microculture—its own set of rules and expectations. 
Schools develop their own unique cultures and traditions; as 
students graduate and move out of that microculture, others 
move into it. Many microcultures exist for a limited period of 
time or for a special purpose. A summer camp microculture 
may develop but exists only for that summer. The following 
summer, a very different culture may evolve because of new 
counselors and campers. A girls’ softball team may develop its 
own cheers, jokes, insider slang, and values regarding competi-
tion or what it means to be a good sport, but next year, the girls 
may be realigned into different teams, and the transitory cul-
ture of the previous year changes. In contrast to microcultures, 
subcultures continue across a person’s life span.

 
 

SUBCULTURES AND 
COUNTERCULTURES:  
MESO-LEVEL ANALYSIS

A subculture is a way of life in a social unit or group that is 
smaller than the nation but large enough to sustain people 
throughout the life span. A subculture is in some ways 
unique to that group yet at the same time shares the culture 
of the dominant society (Arnold 1970; Gordon 1970). For 
example, one can be African Canadian, Chinese Canadian, 
or Hispanic Canadian, living within an ethnic community 
that provides food, worship, and many other resources, and 
still be a good Canadian citizen. One can also be a Mormon 
and live almost all of one’s life in Utah, interacting entirely 
with other Mormons, and still be a good American citizen.

Subcultures add their own set of conventions and expec-
tations to the general standards of the dominant culture. 
Subcultures are suitable for meso-level analysis because the 
social unit plays a more continuous role in the life of members. 
(Table 3.5 illustrates the connection between the social unit 
at each level and the type of culture at that level.) One can be 
born, work, marry, and die in that social unit. Members main-
tain a feeling of “we” (belonging to the group) versus “they” (for 
those outside the group). Members 
also maintain a belief in the right-
ness of their customs, rituals, religious 
practices, dress, food, or whatever else 
distinguishes them as a subculture.

Note that many of the categories into which we group 
people are not subcultures. For example, redheads, left-handed 
people, tall people, individuals who read Wired magazine, peo-
ple who are single, visitors to Chicago, and DVD watchers do 
not make up subcultures because they do not interact as social 
units or share a common way of life. A motorcycle gang, a col-
lege fraternity, and a summer camp are also not subcultures 
because they affect only a segment of one’s life (Gordon 1970; 
Yablonski 1959). A subculture influences a person’s life every 
day in pervasive ways throughout the person’s life.

In the United States, subcultures include ethnic groups, 
such as Mexican American and Korean American; exclu-
sive religious groups, such as the Mennonites in Ohio and 
Orthodox Jews in New York City; and social class groups, 
including the exclusive subculture of the elite upper class on 
the east and west coasts of the United States. The superwealthy 
have networks, exclusive clubs, and the Social Register, which 
lists the names and phone numbers of the elite, so they can 
maintain contact with one another. They have a culture of opu-
lence that differs from middle-class culture, and this culture is 
part of their experience throughout their lives.

Another example is Hasidic Jews, who adhere to the 
same laws as other Americans but follow additional rules 
specific to their religion. Clothing 
and hairstyles follow strict rules; 
men wear beards and temple locks 
(payos), and married women wear 
wigs. Their religious holidays are dif-
ferent from those of the dominant Christian culture. Hasidic 
Jews observe dietary restrictions, such as avoiding pork and 

Table 3.5   Social Units of Society and Level of Culture

Social Unit (the people who interact and feel they belong) Culture (the way of life of that social unit)

Dyads; small groups; local community Microculture

Ethnic community or social class community Subculture

National society Culture of a nation

Global system Global culture

Audio Link 3.3 
Listen to stories 

about culture.

Video Link 3.3 
Watch more about 

subcultures.
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shellfish, and they observe the Sabbath from sunset Friday to 
sunset Saturday. Hasidic Jews are members of a subculture in 
the larger society of which they are citizens. In today’s world, 
this is a global subculture maintained through Web sites of, 
by, and for Hasidic Jews. Again, one can live one’s entire life 
under the influence of the values and rules of the subculture, 
and this is certainly true of the Hasidic Jews.

A give-and-take exists between subcultures and the 
dominant culture, with each contributing to and influenc-
ing the other. Hispanic Americans have brought many foods 
to American cuisine, for example, including tacos, burritos, 
and salsa.

Subcultural practices can be the source of tensions with 
the dominant group, which has the power to determine cul-

tural expectations in society. In direct 
conflict with the law, a very small fac-
tion of Mormons in the United States 
believe in and practice polygamy. 
Having more than one wife (polygyny) 

violates federal laws and state laws in Utah, where many of 
them live, but some hold onto the old teachings of the founder 
Joseph Smith and cling to this practice as sanctioned by God.

When conflict with the larger culture becomes serious 
and laws of the dominant society are violated, a differ-
ent type of culture emerges. A counterculture is a group 
with expectations and values that contrast sharply with the 
dominant values of a particular society (Yinger 1960).

One type of counterculture is represented by the Old 
Order Amish of Pennsylvania and Ohio. The Amish drive 
horse-drawn buggies and seldom use electricity or modern 
machines. They reject many mainstream notions of suc-
cess and replace them with their own work values and 

goals. Conflicts between federal and state laws and Amish 
religious beliefs have produced compromises by the Amish 
on issues of educating children, using farm machinery, and 
transportation. The Old Order Amish prefer to educate 
their children in their own communities, insisting that their 
children not go beyond an eighth-grade education in the 
public school curriculum. They also do not use automobiles 
or conventional tractors. The Amish are pacifists and will 
not serve as soldiers in the national military.

Other types of countercultures seek to withdraw from 
society or to operate outside its economic and legal systems 
or even to bring about the downfall of the larger society. 
Examples are survivalist groups such as racist militia and 
skinheads, who reject the principles of democratic plural-
ism. Countercultures of all types have existed throughout 
history. The “old believers” of 17th-century Russia commit-
ted group suicide rather than submit to the authority of the 
czar of Russia on matters of faith and lifestyle (Crummey 
1970). There are now Russian old-believer communities 
in Oregon, northern Alberta, and the Kenai Peninsula of 
Alaska. Some of their villages are so isolated that they are 
virtually inaccessible by car, and visitors are greeted with 
“No trespassing” signs. The Ranters—a group that arose 
in 16th-century England, with its strict puritan attitudes 
toward sensuality and sex—flaunted their opposition to 
those attitudes by running naked through the streets and 
having sex in village squares (Ellens 1971; Hill 1991).

These contrary groups can operate at the meso or the 
micro level. Some countercultures continue over time and 
can sustain members throughout their life cycle—such as 
the Amish. They are like subcultures in that they operate at 
the meso level but strongly reject the mainstream culture. 
However, most countercultural groups, such as punk rock 
groups or violent and deviant teenage gangs, are short-lived 
or are relevant to people only at a certain age—operating 
only at the micro level.

A young Orthodox Jewish boy prepares to pray according to Jewish 
law by wrapping the leather strap of his Tefillin (amulet) around his 
arm and a Tallit (prayer shawl) around his shoulders. He is part of a 
subgroup of the larger society—the Jewish faith community. This 
community will influence his values throughout his life—from infancy 
to death. It is a subculture.

A counterculture, such as the Amish, rejects important 
aspects of the mainstream or dominant culture such as 
technology and consumerism, replacing it with biblical 
principles calling for a simple lifestyle.

Video Link 3.4 
Learn more about  
Amish culture.
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Members of countercultures do not necessarily reject 
all the dominant culture, and in some cases, parts of their 
culture may eventually come to be accepted by the domi-
nant culture. During the Vietnam War, for instance, some 
antiwar protesters focused their lives on protesting the U.S. 
involvement in Southeast Asia (and related political and 
economic issues). By the early 1970s, opposition to the 
war had become widespread in society, so the antiwar pro-
testers were no longer outside the mainstream. They were 
less likely to be labeled as anti-American for their beliefs. 
Following the war, many counterculture antiwar hippies 
became active in the mainstream culture and developed 
conventional careers in the society. Thus, their ideas, their 
protest songs, their emblems, longer hair for men, and the 
peace symbol from the 1960s were absorbed into the larger 
culture.

Countercultures are not necessarily bad for society. 
According to the conflict perspective, which was introduced 
in Chapter 2, the existence of counterculture groups is clear 
evidence that there are contradictions or tensions within a 
society that need to be addressed. Countercultures often 
challenge the unfair treatment of groups in society that do 
not hold power and sometimes develop into social organi-
zations or protest groups. Extremist religious and political 
groups, whether Christian, Islamic, Hindu, or any other, 
may best be understood as countercultures against Western 
or global influences that they perceive as threatening to 
their way of life. Figure 3.2 graphically illustrates the types 
of cultures in the social world and the relationship of coun-
tercultures with their national culture. Countercultures, 
as depicted, view themselves and are viewed by others as 
“fringe” groups—partial outsiders within a nation.

Thinking Sociologically

Describe a counterculture group whose goals are at odds 
with those of the dominant culture. Do you see any evi-
dence to show that the group is influencing behavioral 
expectations and values in the larger society? What effect, 
if any, do they have on your life?

NATIONAL AND GLOBAL CULTURE: 
MACRO-LEVEL ANALYSIS

Canada is a national society, geographically bounded by the 
mainland United States on the south, the Pacific Ocean and 
Alaska on the west, the Atlantic Ocean on the east, and the 
Arctic on the north. The government in Ottawa passes laws 
that regulate activities in all provinces (which are similar 
to states or prefectures), and each province passes its own 

laws. These geographic boundaries and political structures 
make up the national society of Canada.

National Society and Culture

The national society is made up of a group of people 
who interact more with each other than with outsiders 
and who cooperate for the attainment of certain goals. 
Within the nation, there may be smaller groups, such as 
ethnic, regional, or tribal subcultures, made up of people 
who identify closely with each other. Along with subcul-
tures, most nations have a national culture of common 
values and beliefs that tie citizens together. The national 
culture affects the everyday lives of all its citizens to some 
extent. Within some countries of Africa and the Middle 
East that became self-governing nations during the 20th 
century, local ethnic or religious loyalties are much stronger 
than any sense of national culture. Subcultural differences 
divide many nations. Consider, for example, the loyalties 
of Shiites, Sunnis, and Kurds in Iraq, where the national 
culture struggles for influence over its citizens through laws, 
traditions, and military force.

In colonial America, people thought of themselves 
as Virginians or Rhode Islanders rather than as U.S. 
citizens. Even during the “war between the states” of the 
1860s, the battalions were organized by states and often 
carried their state banners into battle. The fact that some 
southern states still call it the War Between the States 
rather than the Civil War communicates the struggle over 
whether to recognize the nation or states as the primary 
social unit of loyalty and identity. People in the United 
States today are increasingly likely to think of themselves 
as U.S. citizens (rather than as Iowans or Floridians), yet 
the national culture determines only a few of the specific 
guidelines for everyday life. Still, the sense of nation 
has grown stronger in most industrialized societies over 
the past century, and the primary identity is likely to be 
“American” or “Canadian.”

National CultureSubcultures

Countercultures
(opposition)

Microcultures

Figure 3.2   Cultures at Various Levels in the 
Social World
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Global Society and Culture

Several centuries ago, it would have been impossible to dis-
cuss a global culture, but with expanding travel, economic 
interdependence of different countries, international politi-
cal linkages, global environmental concerns, and technology 
allowing for communication throughout the world, people 
now interact across continents in seconds. Globalization 
refers to the process by which the entire world is becoming 
a single interdependent entity—more uniform, more inte-
grated, and more interdependent (Pieterse 2004; Robertson 
1997; Stutz and Warf 2005). Globalization is a process of 
increased connectedness and interdependency across the 
planet (Eitzen and Zinn 2006).

Western political and economic structures dominate in 
the development of this global society, largely as a result of 
the domination of Western (Europe and the United States) 
worldviews and Western control over resources. For exam-

ple, the very idea of governing a geo-
graphic region with a bureaucratic 
structure known as a nation-state is 
a fairly new notion. Formerly, many 
small bands and tribal groupings 

dominated areas of the globe. However, with globalization, 
nation-states now exist in every region of the world.

Global culture refers to behavioral standards, symbols, 
values, and material objects that have become common 
across the globe. For example, beliefs that monogamy is 
normal; that marriage should be based on romantic love; 
that people have a right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of 
happiness; that people should be free to choose their lead-
ers; that women should have rights such as voting; that 
wildlife and fragile environments should be protected; and 
that everyone should have a television set are spreading 
across the globe (Leslie and Korman 1989; Newman and 
Grauerholz 2002). During the 20th century, the idea of 
the primacy of individual rights, civil liberties, and human 
rights spread around the world, creating conflicts in nations 
that traditionally lack democratic institutions and processes. 
Backlashes against these and other Western ideas also can 
be seen in the acts of groups that have embraced terrorism 
(Eitzen and Zinn 2006; Misztal and Shupe 1998; Turner 
1991a, 1991b). Still, these trends are aspects of the emerg-
ing global culture. Even 100 years ago, notions of global 
cooperation and competition would have seemed quite 
bizarre (Lechner and Boli 2005). However, in nations all 
over the globe, people who travel by plane know they must 
stand in line, purchase a ticket, negotiate airport security, 
squeeze their bodies into confined spaces, and stay seated 
in the airplane until they are told they can get up (Lechner 
and Boli 2005). Regardless of nationality, we know how to 
behave in any airport in the world.

Nations are accepted as primary units of social control, 
and use of coercion is perfectly normal if it is done by the 

government. We compete in Olympic Games as citizens of 
nations, and the winner stands on the platform while her or 
his national anthem is played. Across the globe, this seems 
“normal,” yet only a few centuries ago, the notion of nation-
hood would have seemed very strange (Lechner and Boli 
2005). Global culture probably has a fairly minimal impact 
on the everyday interactions and lives of the average person, 
yet it affects nations and, in turn, our lives.

As the world community becomes more interdepen-
dent and addresses issues that can only be dealt with at the 
global level (such as global warming or international ter-
rorism), the idea of a common “software” of beliefs, social 
rules, and common interests takes on importance. Common 
ideas for making decisions allow for shared solutions to 
conflicts that previously would have resulted in war and 
massive killing of people. Global culture at the macro level 
will increasingly be a reality in the third millennium.

However, global culture is not the only pattern that 
is new. Today, we are seeing a counterculture at the global 
level. Stateless terrorist networks reject the values of the 
World Court, the Geneva Convention, and other inter-
national systems designed to resolve disputes. Terrorists 
do not recognize the sovereignty of nations and do not 
acknowledge many values of respect for life or for civil 
discourse. This counterculture at the global level is a more 
serious threat than those at the micro and meso levels.

Thinking Sociologically

Make a list of social units of which you are a part. Place 
these groups into categories of microculture, subculture, 
national culture, and global culture. Consider which of them 
affects only a portion of your day or week (such as your 
place of work) or only a very limited time in your entire life 
span. Consider which groups are smaller than the nation but 
which will likely influence you over much of your life. To what 
cross-national (global) groups do you belong? Do you belong 
to fewer groups at the national culture and global culture 
levels? If so, why do you suppose that is the case?

 
 
 CULTURAL THEORY  

AT THE MICRO LEVEL

To understand our interactions with family and friends, we 
turn to the micro level of analysis. When students first read 
about sociology or other social sciences, the underlying mes-
sage may seem to be that humans are shaped by the larger 
society in which they live. External forces do shape us in 
many ways, but that is not the whole story, as we see when 
we examine the symbolic interaction approach to culture.

Video Link 3.5 
Watch how cultures 
combine.
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Symbolic Interaction Theory
How amazing it is that babies learn to share the ideas 
and meanings of complex cultures with others in those 
cultures. Symbolic interaction theory considers how we 
learn to share the meanings of symbols, whether material 
or nonmaterial. Culture is about symbols, such as rings, 
flags, and words that stand for or represent something. 
A ring means love and commitment. A flag represents 
national identity and is intended to evoke patriotism 
and love for one’s country. A phrase such as middle class 
conjures up images and expectations of what the phrase 
means, and we share this meaning with others with 
whom we interact. Together in our groups and societies, 
we define what is real, normal, and good.

Symbolic interaction theory maintains that our 
humanness comes from the impact we have on each 
other through these shared understandings of symbols 
that humans have created. When people create symbols, 
such as a new greeting (“Give me five”) or a symbolic 
shield for a fraternity or sorority, symbols come to have 
an existence and importance for the group. Step 1: The 
symbol is created. Who designed the Star of David and 
gave it meaning as a symbol of the Jewish people? Who 
initiated the sign of the cross for Catholics to use before 
prayer? Who designed the fraternity’s or sorority’s shield? 
Who determined that an eagle should symbolize the 
United States? Most people do not know the answers 
to these questions, but they do know what the symbol 
stands for. They share with others the meaning of a par-
ticular object. Step 2: The symbol is objectified, assuming 
a reality independent of the creator. In fact, people may 
feel intense loyalty to the symbol itself. An entire history 
of a people may be recalled and a set of values rekindled 
when the symbol is displayed. Step 3: The group has 
internalized the symbol. This may be the case whether 
the symbol is part of a material culture or a nonmaterial 
gesture. Members of a culture absorb the ideas or sym-
bols of the larger culture—which were originally created 
by some individual or small group.

Symbolic interaction theory pictures humans as 
consciously and deliberately creating their personal 
and collective histories. The theory emphasizes the part 
that verbal and nonverbal language and gestures play 
in the shared symbols of individuals and the smooth 
operation of society. More than any other theory in 
the social sciences, symbolic interaction stresses the 
active decision-making role of individuals—the ability 
of individuals to do more than conform to the larger 
forces of the society.

This notion that individuals shape culture and that 
culture influences individuals is at the core of the symbolic 
interaction theory. Other social theories tend to focus at the 
meso and macro levels.

Thinking Sociologically

Recall some of the local “insider” symbols that you used 
as a preteen, such as friendship bracelets, best-friend neck-
laces, matching outfits, and secret handshakes. Some indi-
vidual started each idea, and it spread rapidly from one 
school to another and from one community to another. How 
are the three steps in the creation of symbols illustrated by 
a symbol you and your friends used?

CULTURAL THEORIES AT THE 
MESO AND MACRO LEVELS 

How can we explain such diverse world practices as eating 
grubs and worshipping cows? Why have some societies 
allowed men to have four wives, whereas others—such 
as the Shakers—prohibited sex between men and women 
entirely? Why do some groups worship their ancestors, 
while others have many gods, and 
yet others believe in a single divine 
being? How can societies adapt to 
extremes of climate and geographi-
cal terrain—hot, cold, dry, wet, mountainous, and flat? 
Humankind has evolved practices so diverse that it would 
be hard to find a practice that has not been adopted in some 
society at some time in history.

To explain these cultural differences, we will examine 
two perspectives that have made important contributions 
to understanding culture at the meso and macro levels: 
structural-functional and conflict theories.

Structural-Functional Theory

Structural-functional theory seeks to explain why members of 
an ethnic subculture or a society engage in certain practices. 
To answer, structural-functionalists look at how those practices 
meet social needs or contribute to the survival or social solidar-
ity of the group or society as a whole. A classic example is the 
reverence for cattle in India. The “sacred cow” is protected and 
treated with respect and is not slaughtered for food. The reasons 
relate to India’s ancient development into an agricultural society 
that required sacrifices (Harris 1989). Cattle were needed to 
pull plows, and their dried dung was the main source of fuel. 
To this day, cows are symbols of sacrifice. Cows gained religious 
significance because of their importance for the survival of early 
agricultural communities. They must, therefore, be protected 
from hungry people for the long-term survival of the group.

Functionalists view societies as composed of interde-
pendent parts, each fulfilling certain necessary functions 

Handbook  Link 3.1 
Read more about 

symbolic interaction.
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or purposes for the total society (Radcliffe-Brown 1935). 
Shared norms, values, and beliefs, for instance, serve the 
function of holding a social group together. At a global 
macro level, functionalists see the world moving in the 
direction of having a common culture, potentially reducing 
“we” versus “they” thinking and promoting unity across 
boundaries. Synthesis of cultures and even the loss of some 
cultures are viewed as a natural result of globalization.

Although most cultural practices serve positive func-
tions for the maintenance and stability of society, some 
practices, such as slavery or child abuse, may be dysfunc-
tional for minority groups or individual members of soci-
ety. The fact that some societies are weak or have died out 
suggests that their way of life may not have been functional 
in the long run. Consider the case of Haiti, where all the 
forests have been cut down to provide firewood and the 
resulting erosion is making the land unusable for growing 
crops. Thus, some of the population have been starving 
(Diamond 2005). Add to the existing poverty and hunger 
the devastation brought about by the January 12, 2010, 
earthquake that damaged or destroyed most buildings. The 
country and its people must rely on external support from 
donations from other countries to survive and rebuild.

The functionalist perspective has been criticized because 
it fails to consider how much dysfunction a society has, how 
much conflict a society can tolerate, and how much unity is 
necessary for a society to survive. Some critics argue that func-
tional theory overemphasizes the need for consensus and inte-
gration among different parts of society, thus ignoring conflicts 
that may point to problems in societies (Dahrendorf 1959).

Conflict Theory

Some communities in the United States have absorbed large 
numbers of immigrants from Mexico—some legal and some 
illegal. The influx of people who speak another language 
and whose cultural values are a bit different from those in 
the dominant society causes some members of the dominant 
society to be very wary of the newcomers. For one thing, they 
fear that their religious beliefs and certain social ideas will no 
longer be the predominant ones in the community. They may 
not be able to prevent immigrants being issued green cards 
by the federal government, but they still do not want their 
own way of life challenged. They will do all they can to stop 
illegal immigrants from gaining access to U.S. citizenship.

Conflict theorists believe that society is composed of groups, each acting to meet its own self-interests, and those groups struggle 
to make their own cultural values supreme in the society. The recent conflict over immigration laws is illustrated by protesters who 
expressed their opinions in this “Day Without an Immigrant” march in Los Angeles.
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In some communities in the middle part of the United 
States—states that depend on agriculture as a major source of 
productivity—there are intense conflicts over whether animals 
should be raised in concentrated animal feeding operations 
(CAFOs). These high-tech operations are more profitable for 
livestock farmers, and they depend on extensive technology, 
but many citizens worry about the impact on the environment 
(especially the water supplies for the community), and others 
are outraged at the inhumane treatment of animals, who often 
do not ever get to go outside. They live their lives in pens not 
much larger than the animal. Some people believe that cruelty 
to animals has an effect on the people themselves. It should be 
clear that in both of the foregoing examples there are cultural 
as well as economic dimensions to the conflicts.

Whereas functionalists assume consensus because all peo-
ple in society have learned the same cultural values, rules, and 
expectations, conflict theorists do not view culture as having 
this uniting effect. Conflict theorists describe societies as com-
posed of groups—class, ethnic, religious, and political groups 
at the meso level—vying for power. Each group protects its 
own self-interests and struggles to make its own cultural ways 
dominant in the society. Instead of consensus, the dominant 
groups may impose their cultural beliefs on minorities and 
other subcultural groups, thus laying the groundwork for con-
flict. Conflict theorists identify tension between meso and 
macro levels, whereas functionalists tend to focus on harmony 
and smooth integration between those levels.

Actually, conflict may contribute to a smoother-run-
ning society in the long run. The German sociologist Georg 
Simmel (1955) believed that some conflict could serve a 
positive purpose by alerting societal leaders to problem 
areas that need attention. This view is illustrated by the 
political changes that followed the women’s movement or 
by the organic food industry that has arisen in response 
to corporate agribusiness, genetically modified foods, and 
massive use of pesticides.

Conflict theorists argue that the people with privilege 
and power in society manipulate institutions such as religion  
and education. In this way, people learn the values, beliefs, and 
norms of the privileged group and foster beliefs that justify the 
dominant group’s self-interests, power, and advantage. The 
needs of the privileged are likely to be met, and their status 
will be secured. For instance, schools that serve lower-class 
children usually teach obedience to authority, punctuality, and 
respect for superiors—behaviors that make for good labor-
ers. The children of the affluent, meanwhile, are more likely 
to attend schools stressing divergent thinking, creativity, and 
leadership, attributes that prepare them to occupy the most 
professional, prestigious, and highly rewarded positions in the 
society. Conflict theorists point to this control of the education 
process by those with privilege as part of the overall pattern by 
which the society benefits the rich.

Conflict theory can also help us understand global 
dynamics. Poor nations feel that the global system protects the 
self-interests of the richest nations and that those rich nations 
impose their own culture, including their ideas about 

economics, politics, and religion, on the less affluent. Some 
scholars believe there is great richness in local customs that is 
lost when homogenized by the cultural domination by the pow-
erful in the macro-level trends of globalization (Ritzer 2004).

Conflict theory is useful for analyzing the relationships 
between societies (at a macro level) and between subcul-
tures (at a meso level) within complex societies. It also 
helps illuminate tensions in a soci-
ety when local (micro-level) cultural 
values clash with national (macro-
level) trends. Conflict theory is not 
as successful, however, in explaining 
simple, well-integrated societies in which change is slow 
to come about and cooperation is an organizing principle.

Social Policy and 
Cultural Change

Imagine living in a remote village on Borneo that, due to its 
location in the East Indies, has remained largely isolated from 
the outside world for hundreds of years. Traditions are well 
established, and members seldom question how things are 
done. Then, television comes to the village—one set located 
in a central meeting hut. Initially, it is used for educational 

This local community has a farmers’ market, and these organic 
farmers are helping to mobilize the citizens against a state law 
that would authorize concentrated animal feeding operations—an 
approach to providing food that these people see as a violation of 
local cultural values. Here, we see the connection between the micro-
level activities at a farmers’ market and the state- and national-level 
policies on agriculture.

Video Link 3.6 
Watch how industry can 

conflict with values.
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programs, but the village TV receives its share of Western mov-
ies and reruns of American sitcoms (situation comedies). The 
advertisements also expose people to new consumer products. 
With the arrival of cruise ships, this village in Borneo will never 
be the same again. Villagers develop a desire for goods hitherto 
unknown, and young people leave for cities and new oppor-
tunities. Refrigerators, dishwashers, and fancy autos become 
known commodities. People learn that modern medicines can 
relieve suffering, cure some illnesses, and extend life, making 
for a higher quality of life and a longer life for many people. 
Change also challenges the old traditions. Without new norms 
to take their place, disorganization can occur.

Technology is bringing change to societies around the 
world, often with unanticipated consequences. While tech-
nology (an example of material culture) advances rapidly, the 
nonmaterial culture lags behind, resulting in social disruption. 
Sociologist William Ogburn (1950) used the term cultural lag 
for this change that occurs unequally between material culture 
(tangible objects) and nonmaterial culture (ideas, beliefs, and 
values). Rapid change is opposed by people whose lifestyle 
is threatened and who wish to preserve their native cultures. 
Should policymakers respect these differences and reduce the 
impact of change? That is the policy dilemma.

For societies to remain isolated in our global system is 
rare. Most are drawn into the dynamics of the 21st century, 
even if they are not full participants. Societies interact con-
stantly through negotiation, trade, alliances, competition, 
compromise, conflict, and war. External forces bring about 

change in political and economic ideologies and make avail-
able raw materials, new products, and growing markets.

The social costs of rapid change can be great. During the 
period of early industrialization, newly arrived peasants lived 
in urban squalor hard to imagine today. Even today, these 
problems exist as people in impoverished regions of the world 
leave their villages to seek employment in overcrowded urban 
areas. New technologies have the potential to save lives and to 
make life less harsh, if they are distributed to those who need 
them, but introduction of Western technology can also dis-
rupt and even destroy indigenous cultures. This destruction 
of a culture—called ethnocide—can be extremely disorienting 
to the people (Lukunka 2008). A contributing factor to ter-
rorism is the challenge and threat to traditional cultures and 
values. Policymakers cannot stop change, 
but they can determine how to intro-
duce change for the most beneficial and  
positive results.

Thinking Sociologically

Is it appropriate for powerful countries or organizations to 
try to change the politics or religion of another culture? 
Why or why not? Do individual human rights always have 
supremacy over the rights of a group to determine their 
own culture? These are tough questions that trouble many 
people who work in the area of human rights policy.

The Fit Between 
Hardware and Software

Computer software cannot work with incompatible 
machines. Some documents cannot be easily transferred to 
another piece of hardware, although sometimes a transfer 
can be accomplished with significant modification in the 
formatting of the document. The same is true with the hard-
ware of society and the software of culture. For instance, the 
value of having large extended families, typically valued in 
agricultural societies, does not work well in the structure of 
industrial and postindustrial societies. Other values such as 
rewarding people based on individual merit, emphasizing 
the idea that humans are motivated primarily by their own 
self-interests, or believing that change in cultures is inevitable 
and equals progress are not particularly compatible with the 
hardware (structure) of traditional horticultural or herding 
societies. Values and beliefs (“software”) can be transferred to 
another type of society (“hardware”). However, there are lim-
its to what can be transferred, and the change of “formatting” 
may mean the new beliefs are barely recognizable.

Cruise ships such as this one have a huge impact on local 
communities in the Caribbean or in areas such as Borneo when as 
many as 3,000 tourists descend on a local community for a day. 
Sometimes the tourists outnumber the natives. Some ships dump 
tons of waste into the ocean, endangering the fishing industry and 
threatening the safety of the beaches.

Video Link 3.7 
Watch more on  
social change.
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Attempts to transport U.S.-style “software” (culture)—
individualism, capitalism, freedom of religion, and democ-
racy—to other parts of the world illustrate that these ideas 
are not always successful in other settings. The hardware of 
other societies may be able to handle more than one type of 
software or set of beliefs, but there are limits to the adapt-
ability. Thus, we should not be surprised when our ideas are 
transformed into something quite different when they are 
imported to another social system. If we are to understand 
the world in which we live and if we want to improve it, 
we must first fully understand these societies and cultures.

Thinking Sociologically

Some anthropologists argue that team sports, groups play-
ing each other in coordinated competition, were learned by 
Europeans from certain Native American groups. How has 
the diffusion of team sports into U.S. culture influenced the 
nature of U.S. society and culture? How might society be 
different if we had only individual sports?

What Have We Learned?

Individuals and small groups cannot live without the sup-
port of a larger society, the hardware of the social world. 
Without the software—culture—there could be no society, 
for there would be no norms to guide our interactions 
with others in society. Humans are inherently social and 
learn their culture from others. Furthermore, as society 
has evolved into more complex and multileveled social 
systems, humans have learned to live in and negotiate 
conflicts between multiple cultures, including those at 
micro (microcultures), meso (subcultures), and macro 
(global cultures) levels. Life in an Information Age society 
demands adaptability to different sociocultural contexts 
and tolerance of different cultures and subcultures. This 
is a challenge to a species that has always had tendencies 
toward ethnocentrism.

Key Points

•	 Society consists of individuals who live together in a 
specific geographic area, interact with each other more 
than with outsiders, cooperate to attain goals, and share 
a common culture over time. Each society has a culture, 
ideas, and “things” that are passed on from one genera-
tion to the next in a society; the culture has both mate-
rial and nonmaterial components. (See p. 66.)

•	 Societies evolve from very simple societies to more com-
plex ones, from the simple hunting-gathering society to 
the information societies of the postindustrial world. 
(See pp. 67–74.)

•	 The study of culture requires that we try to avoid ethno-
centrism (judging other cultures by the standards of our 
culture), taking a stance of cultural relativity instead so 
that the culture can be understood from the standpoint 
of those inside it. (See pp. 78–81.)

•	 Just as social units exist at various levels of our social 
world, from small groups to global systems, cultures 
exist within different levels of the social system— 
microcultures, subcultures, national cultures, and 
global cultures. Some social units at the micro or meso 
level stand in opposition to the dominant national 
culture, and they are called countercultures. (See  
pp. 91–96.)

•	 Various theories offer different lenses for understand-
ing culture. While symbolic interaction illuminates the 
way humans bring meaning to events (thus generating 
culture), the functionalist and conflict paradigms exam-
ine cultural harmony/seamless fit and conflict between 
cultures, respectively. (See pp. 96–99.)

•	 The metaphor of hardware (society’s structure) and 
software (culture) describes their interdependent rela-
tionship, and as with computers, there must be some 
compatibility between the structure and the culture. 
If there is none, either the cultural elements that are 
transported into another society will be rejected or 
the culture will be “reformatted” to fit the society. (See  
p. 100.)

Because there is such variation between societies and cul-
tures in what they see as normal, how do any of us ever 

adjust to our society’s expectations? The answer is addressed 
in the next chapter. Each society relies on the process of 

socialization to teach the culture to its members. Human 
life is a lifelong process of socialization to social and cultural 
expectations. The next chapter discusses the ways in which 
we learn our culture and become members of society.
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Contributing to Our Social World: What Can We Do?

At the Local and National Levels

•	 Ethnic group organizations: Most large (and many 
smaller) communities have organizations and clubs that 
focus on the interests of specific ethnic groups: Arabic 
Americans, Chinese Americans, Italian Americans, 
Polish Americans, and so on. Contact one of these 
groups (of your own background or, even more inter-
esting, of a background that differs from your own). 
Arrange to visit one of the group’s meetings, and learn 
about the activities in which its members are involved.

•	 Immigrant aid groups: Many ethnically oriented organiza-
tions assist recent immigrants in dealing with adjustment 
to American life, especially those from Mexico and other 
Spanish-speaking countries, Arabic-speaking countries 
of the Middle East, and eastern and South Asian coun-
tries such as China, Vietnam, the Philippines, Korea, 
and India. Contact one of these groups, and explore the 
possibility of volunteering or serving as an intern.

At the Global Level

•	 UN Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues: As the 
process of globalization accelerates, the cultures, 
languages, and basic rights of indigenous people 
around the world are under increasing threat. We 
have experienced this in North America in relation 
to Native American and Inuit populations, but it is 
occurring throughout the world. The United Nations 
Forum on Indigenous Issues assists affected groups in 
facing these challenges. Visit their Web site at www 
.un.org/esa/socdev/unpfii, and contact them about 
the possibility of volunteering.

•	 Nongovernmental organizations: You might also contact a 
leading nongovernmental organization engaged in simi-
lar, action-oriented programs. One example is Cultural 
Survival (www.cs.org). The organization partners with 
indigenous people to secure rights, promote respect, 
ensure their participation, and assure rights to land.

For chapter-specific resources, including Frontline, TED, and YouTube videos; self-quizzes; web exercises; 
and more, visit www.pineforge.com/oswmedia3e.

Frontline TED YouTube






