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2CHAPTER

Culture refers to a way of life, which includes
what people do (such as forms of dance)
and what people have (such as clothing). But
culture is not only about what we see on
the outside; it also includes what's inside—
our thoughts and feelings.



Culture
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It’s late on a Tuesday night, but Fang Lin gazes intently at her computer

screen. Dong, who is married to Fang, walks up behind her chair.

“I’m trying to finish organizing our investments,” Fang explains, speaking in Chinese.

“I didn’t realize that we could do all this online in our own language,” Jae says, reading

the screen. “That’s great. I like that a lot.”

Fang and Dong are not alone in feeling this way. Back in 1990, executives of Charles

Schwab & Co., a large investment brokerage corporation, gathered in a conference room

at the company’s headquarters in San Francisco to discuss ways they could expand their

business. They came up with the idea that the company would profit by giving greater

attention to the increasing cultural diversity of the United States. Why? Pointing to data

collected by researchers at the U.S. Census Bureau, they saw that the number of Asian

Americans was rising rapidly, not just in San Francisco but all over the country. The data also showed com-

pany officials that Asian Americans, on average, are doing pretty well, with half of families earning more than

$75,000 a year (in today’s dollars).

Based on such data, Schwab launched a diversity initiative, assigning executives to work just on building

awareness of the company among Asian Americans. Since then, the scope of the program has grown so that

Schwab now employs more than 300 people who speak Chinese, Japanese, Korean, Vietnamese, or some other

Asian language. Having account executives who speak languages other than English is important because research

shows that most immigrants who come to the United States prefer to communicate in their first language, especially

when dealing with important matters like investing their money. In addition, the company has launched Web sites

using Korean, Chinese, and other Asian languages. Fang Lin and Dong Wang are just two of the millions of people

who have opened accounts with companies that reach out to them in a familiar language other than English.

This initiative has been extremely successful for Schwab, which now manages a much larger share of invest-

ments made by Asian Americans. Asian Americans are expected to spend more than $500 billion a year by 2009,

so any company would be smart to follow the lead Schwab has taken. Other racial and ethnic categories that

represent even larger markets in the United States are Hispanic Americans and African Americans (each spending

some $750 billion a year) (Fattah, 2002; Karrfalt, 2003; U.S. Census Bureau, 2007).

gious beliefs and ideas about what is polite and rude, beautiful and
ugly, pleasant and repulsive. This amazing human capacity for so many
different ways of life is a matter of human culture.

What Is Culture?
Culture is the ways of thinking, the ways of acting, and the material
objects that together form a people’s way of life. When studying culture,
sociologists consider both thoughts and things. Nonmaterial culture

Businesses like Schwab have learned that the United States is the most
multicultural of all the world’s nations. This cultural diversity reflects
our long history of receiving immigrants from all over the world. The
ways of life found around the world differ not only in terms of lan-
guages and forms of dress but also in preferred foods, musical tastes,
family patterns, and beliefs about right and wrong. Some of the world’s
people have many children, while others have few; some honor the
elderly, while others seem to glorify youth. Some societies are peace-
ful and others warlike, and they embrace thousands of different reli-

THIS CHAPTER focuses on the concept of “culture,” which refers to a society’s
entire way of life. Notice that the root of the word “culture” is the same as that
of the word “cultivate,” suggesting that people living together actually “grow”
their way of life over time.

CHAPTER OVERVIEW
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Human beings around the globe create diverse ways of life. Such differences begin with outward
appearance: Contrast the women shown here from Brazil, Kenya, New Guinea, South Yemen, and
the United States, and the men from Taiwan (Republic of China), India, Canada, and New Guinea.
Less obvious, but of even greater importance, are internal differences, since culture also shapes our
goals in life, our sense of justice, and even our innermost personal feelings.

culture the ways of thinking, the ways of acting, and the material objects
that together form a people’s way of life

society (p.42) people who interact in a defined territory and share a culture
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All societies contain cultural differences that can provoke a mild case of
culture shock. This woman traveling on a British subway is not sure what
to make of the woman sitting next to her, who is wearing the Muslim full-
face veil known as the niqab.

consists of the ideas created by members of a society, ranging from art
to Zen; material culture refers to physical things, everything from arm-
chairs to zippers.

The terms “culture” and “society” obviously go hand in hand,
but their precise meanings differ. Culture is a shared way of life or
social heritage; society refers to people who interact in a defined ter-
ritory and share a culture. Neither society nor culture could exist
without the other.

Culture shapes not only what we do but also what we think and
how we feel—elements of what we commonly but wrongly describe
as “human nature.” The warlike Ya̧nomamö of the Brazilian rain for-
est think aggression is natural, but halfway around the world, the
Semai of Malaysia live quite peacefully. The cultures of the United
States and Japan both stress achievement and hard work, but mem-
bers of our society value individualism more than the Japanese, who
value collective harmony.

Given the extent of cultural differences in the world and people’s
tendency to view their own way of life as “natural,” it is no wonder
that we often feel culture shock, personal disorientation when expe-
riencing an unfamiliar way of life. People can experience culture shock
right here in the United States when, say, Mexican Americans shop
in an Iranian neighborhood in Los Angeles, college students visit the

Amish countryside in Ohio, or New Yorkers travel through small
towns in the Deep South. But culture shock can be intense when we
travel abroad. The Thinking Globally box tells the story of a U.S.
researcher making his first visit to the home of the Ya̧nomamö peo-
ple living in the Amazon region of South America.

January 2, high in the Andes Mountains of
Peru. In the rural highlands, people are poor and depend
on one another. The culture is built on cooperation among
families and neighbors who have lived nearby for many

generations. Today, we spend an hour watching a new house being
built. A young couple invited their families and friends, who
arrived about 6:30 in the morning, and right away everyone
began building. By midafternoon, most of the work had been
done, and the couple then provided a large meal, drinks, and
music that continued for the rest of the day.

No particular way of life is “natural” to humans, even though most
people around the world view their own behavior that way. The coop-
eration that comes naturally in small communities high in the Andes
Mountains of Peru is very different from the competitive lifestyle that
is natural to so many people living in, say, Chicago or New York. Such
variations come from the fact that we are creatures of culture who join
together to create our own way of life. Every other animal, from ants
to zebras, behaves very much the same all around the world because
their behavior is determined by instincts, biological programming over
which the species has no control. A few animals—notably chimpanzees
and related primates—have some capacity for culture, as researchers
have learned by observing them using tools and teaching simple skills
to their offspring. But the creative power of humans is far greater than
that of any other form of life. In short, only humans rely on culture
rather than instinct to ensure their survival (Harris, 1987; Morell, 2008).
To understand how human culture came to be, we need to look back
at the history of our species.

Culture and Human Intelligence
Scientists tell us that our planet is 4.5 billion years old (see the time-
line inside the front cover of this text). Life appeared about 1 billion
years later. Fast-forward another 2 to 3 billion years, and we find
dinosaurs ruling Earth. It was only after these giant creatures disap-
peared—some 65 million years ago—that our history took a crucial
turn with the appearance of the animals we call primates.

The importance of primates is that they have the largest brains
relative to body size of all living creatures. About 12 million years

Can you describe specific practices or patterns familiar to us
in the United States that would shock people living in some
other part of the world? Explain your response.culture shock personal disorientation when experiencing an unfamiliar way of life



ago, primates began to evolve along two different lines, leading
humans away from the great apes, our closest relatives. Some 3 mil-
lion years ago, our distant human ancestors climbed down from the
trees of Central Africa to move around in the tall grasses. There,
walking upright, they learned the advantages of hunting in groups
and made use of fire, tools, and weapons; built simple shelters; and
fashioned basic clothing. These Stone Age achievements mark the
point at which our ancestors embarked on a distinct evolutionary
course, making culture their primary strategy for survival. By about

250,000 years ago, our species, Homo sapiens—Latin for “intelligent
person”—had emerged. Humans continued to evolve so that by
about 40,000 years ago, people who looked more or less like us
roamed the planet. With larger brains, these “modern” Homo sapiens
developed culture rapidly, as the wide range of tools and cave art
that have survived from this period suggests.

By 12,000 years ago, the founding of permanent settlements and
the creation of specialized occupations in the Middle East (in what
is today Iraq and Egypt) marked a turning point. About this time, the
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THINKING
GLOBALLY

Confronting the Ya̧nomamö: The Experience 
of Culture Shock

A small aluminum motorboat chugged steadily
along the muddy Orinoco River, deep within
South America’s vast tropical rain forest. The
anthropologist Napoleon Chagnon was nearing
the end of a three-day journey to the home ter-
ritory of the Ya̧nomamö, one of the most tech-
nologically simple societies on Earth.

Some 12,000 Ya̧nomamö live in villages
scattered along the border of Venezuela and
Brazil. Their way of life could hardly be more dif-
ferent from our own. The Ya̧nomamö wear little
clothing and live without electricity, cars, or
other conveniences most people in the United
States take for granted. They use bows and
arrows for hunting and warfare, as they have for
centuries. Many of the Ya̧nomamö have had lit-
tle contact with the outside world, so
Chagnon would be as strange to them as
they would be to him.

By 2:00 in the afternoon, Chagnon
had almost reached his destination. The
hot sun and humid air were becoming
unbearable. Chagnon’s clothes were
soaked with sweat, and his face and
hands were swollen from the bites of
gnats swarming around him. But he
scarcely noticed, so focused was he on
the fact that in just a few moments, he
would be face to face with people unlike
any he had ever known.

Chagnon’s heart pounded as the
boat slid onto the riverbank. He and his

guide climbed from the boat and walked
toward the Ya̧nomamö village, stooping as
they pushed their way through the dense
undergrowth. Chagnon describes what hap-
pened next:

I looked up and gasped when I saw a
dozen burly, naked, sweaty, hideous men
staring at us down the shafts of their drawn
arrows! Immense wads of green tobacco
were stuck between their lower teeth and
lips, making them look even more hideous,
and strands of dark green slime dripped or
hung from their nostrils—strands so long
that they clung to their [chests] or drizzled
down their chins.

My next discovery was that there were
a dozen or so vicious, underfed dogs snap-
ping at my legs, circling me as if I were to
be their next meal. I just stood there hold-
ing my notebook, helpless and pathetic.
Then the stench of the decaying vegetation
and filth hit me and I almost got sick. I was
horrified. What kind of welcome was this
for the person who came here to live with
you and learn your way of life, to become
friends with you? (1992:11–12)

Fortunately for Chagnon, the Ya̧nomamö vil-
lagers recognized his guide and lowered their
weapons. Reassured that he would survive the
afternoon, Chagnon still was shaken by his

inability to make any sense of these peo-
ple. And this was to be his home for a year
and a half! He wondered why he had given
up physics to study human culture in the
first place.

WHAT DO YOU THINK?

1. As they came to know Chagnon, might
the Ya̧nomamö, too, have experienced
culture shock? Why?

2. Can you think of an experience you
had that is similar to the one
described here?

3. How can studying sociology help
reduce the experience of culture
shock?

MAKING THE GRADE
Look closely at the discussion of the concepts “culture” and
“society” so that you clearly understand the meaning of each.
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biological forces we call instincts had almost disappeared, replaced
by a more efficient survival scheme: fashioning the natural environ-
ment to our purposes. Ever since, humans have made and remade
their world in countless ways, resulting in today’s fascinating cul-
tural diversity.

How Many Cultures?
How many cultures are there in the United States? One indicator of
culture is language; the Census Bureau lists more than 200 languages
spoken in this country, most of which were brought by immigrants
from nations around the world.

Globally, experts document almost 7,000 languages, suggesting
the existence of as many distinct cultures. Yet the number of lan-
guages spoken around the world is declining, and roughly half now
are spoken by fewer than 10,000 people. Experts expect that the com-
ing decades may see the disappearance of hundreds of these lan-
guages, including Gullah, Pennsylvania German, and Pawnee (all
spoken in the United States), Han (northwestern Canada), Oro in
the Amazon region (Brazil), Sardinian (Sardinia, Italy), Aramaic (the
language of Jesus of Nazareth in the Middle East), Nu Shu (a lan-

guage of southern China that is the only one known to be spoken
exclusively by women), and Wakka Wakka and several other Aborig-
inal tongues spoken in Australia. What accounts for the decline?
Likely reasons include high-technology communication, increasing
international migration, and an expanding global economy, all of
which are reducing global cultural diversity (UNESCO, 2001;
Barovick, 2002; Hayden, 2003).

The Elements of Culture
Although cultures vary greatly, they all have common elements,
including symbols, language, values, and norms. We begin our discus-
sion with the one that is the basis for all the others: symbols.

Symbols
Like all creatures, human beings sense the surrounding world, but
unlike others, we also give the world meaning. Humans transform the
elements of the world into symbols. A symbol is anything that carries
a particular meaning recognized by people who share a culture. A word,
a whistle, a wall of graffiti, a flashing red light, a raised fist—all serve
as symbols. The human capacity to create and manipulate symbols is
almost limitless—think of the variety of meanings associated with
the simple act of winking an eye, which can convey such messages as
interest, understanding, or insult.

Societies create new symbols all the time. The Seeing Sociology
in Everyday Life box describes some of the “cyber-symbols” that
have developed along with our increasing use of computers for
communication.

We are so dependent on our culture’s symbols that we often take
them for granted. We become keenly aware of the importance of a
symbol, however, when it is used in an unconventional way, as when
someone burns a U.S. flag during a political demonstration. Enter-
ing an unfamiliar culture also reminds us of the power of symbols;
culture shock is really the inability to “read” meaning in unfamiliar
surroundings. Not understanding the symbols of a culture leaves a
person feeling lost and isolated, unsure of how to act, and sometimes
frightened.

Culture shock is a two-way process. On one hand, the traveler
experiences culture shock when meeting people whose way of life is
dramatically different. For example, North Americans who consider
dogs beloved household pets might be put off by the Masai of east-
ern Africa, who ignore dogs and never feed them. The same travel-
ers might be horrified to find that in parts of Indonesia and in the
northern regions of the People’s Republic of China, people roast dogs
for dinner.

People throughout the world communicate not just with spoken words but
also with bodily gestures. Because gestures vary from culture to culture,
they can occasionally be the cause for misunderstandings. For instance,
the commonplace “thumbs up” gesture we use to express “Good job!”
can get a person from the United States into trouble in Greece, Iran, and a
number of other countries, where people take it to mean “Up yours!”

symbol anything that carries a particular meaning recognized by people who
share a culture

MAKING THE GRADE
Anything can serve as a symbol; what makes something a
symbol is simply that humans attach meaning to it.



On the other hand, a traveler can inflict culture shock on others
by acting in ways that offend them. The North American who asks for
a cheeseburger in an Indian restaurant is likely to offend Hindus work-
ing there because they consider cows sacred and never to be eaten.
Global travel provides endless opportunities for misunderstanding.

Symbolic meanings also vary within a single society. In the
debate about flying the Confederate flag over the South Carolina
state house a few years ago, some people saw the flag as a symbol of
regional pride or family heritage, while others saw it as a symbol of
racial oppression.
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SEEING SOCIOLOGY
IN EVERYDAY LIFE

New Symbols in the World of Instant Messaging

MOLLY: Soc was Gr8!

GREG: What happened?

MOLLY: I was :’-D

GREG: Y?

MOLLY: The prof looks like =(_8^(1)

GREG: Maybe his wife looks like >@@@@8^)

MOLLY: GMTA

GREG: See you B4 class. B4N

MOLLY: BCNU

The world of symbols changes all the time. One
reason that people create new symbols is that
we develop new ways to communicate. Today,
about 100 million people in the United States
(most of them young and many of them stu-
dents) communicate using an instant messaging
(IM) program. All you need to have is a computer
and a connection to the Internet.

The exchange featured here starts with Molly
telling her friend, Greg, how much she enjoyed
her new sociology class. If you can’t read all the
symbols in the message, check the following list
of IM symbols. (To appreciate the “emoticon”
faces, rotate the page 90° to the right.)

:’-D I’m laughing so hard I’m crying.
:-( I am sad.
:-() I am shocked.
:-) I am smiling.
:-)8 I am smiling and wearing a bow tie.
:-O Wow!
:-|| I am angry with you!
:-P I’m sticking my tongue out at you!
%-} I think I’ve had too much to drink.
:-x My lips are sealed!
-:( Somebody cut my hair into a mohawk!

@}_______>_______ Here’s a rose for you!
=(_8^(1) Homer Simpson
>@@@@8^) Marge Simpson
B4 Before
B4N ’Bye for now
BBL Be back later
BCNU Be seeing you
CU See you!
G2G Got to go
GAL Get a life!
GMTA Great minds think alike.
Gr8 Great
HAGN Have a good night.
H&K Hugs and kisses

IMBL It must be love.
J4F Just for fun
KC Keep cool.
L8r Later
LOL Laugh out loud
LTNC Long time no see
MYOB Mind your own business.
OMG Oh, my goodness
PCM Please call me.
QPSA? ¿Que pasa?
ROTFL Rolling on the floor laughing
TTYL Talk to you later
U You
UR You are
Wan2 Want to
WUU2 What you up to?
X! Typical woman!
Y! Typical man!
Y Why
2bctd To be continued
2g4u Too good for you
2L8 Too late

WHAT DO YOU THINK?

1. What does the fact that we create new
symbols all the time suggest about 
culture?

2. In terms of age, what category of people
are most likely to use this type of communi-
cation? Why?

3. What other kinds of symbols can you think
of that are new to your generation?

Sources: J. Rubin (2003) and Berteau (2005).
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Farsi

Arabic

Armenian

Cambodian

Chinese Hindi

Hebrew

Greek

English Korean

Russian

Spanish

Language
The heart of a symbolic system is language, a system of symbols that
allows people to communicate with one another. Humans have created
many alphabets to express the hundreds of languages we speak; sev-
eral examples are shown in Figure 2–1. Even rules for writing differ:
Most people in Western societies write from left to right, people in
northern Africa and western Asia write from right to left, and people
in eastern Asia write from top to bottom. Global Map 2–1 shows
where in the world we find the three most widely spoken languages,
English, Chinese, and Spanish.

Language allows much more than communication; it is the key
to cultural transmission, the process by which one generation passes
culture to the next. Just as our bodies contain the genes of our ances-
tors, our cultural heritage contains countless symbols created by
those who came before us. Language is the key that unlocks centuries
of accumulated wisdom.

Language skills may link us to the past, but they also spark the
human imagination to connect symbols in new ways, creating an
almost limitless range of future possibilities. Language sets humans
apart as the only creatures who are self-conscious, aware of our lim-
itations and our ultimate mortality, yet are able to dream and hope
for a future better than the present.

Does Language Shape Reality?

Does someone who speaks Cherokee, an American Indian language,
experience the world differently from other North Americans who
think in Spanish or English? Edward Sapir and Benjamin Whorf

claimed that the answer is yes, because each language has its own
distinct symbols that serve as the building blocks of reality (Sapir,
1929, 1949; Whorf, 1956, orig. 1941). Further, they noted that each
symbolic system has words or expressions not found in any other
symbolic system. Finally, all languages connect symbols with distinc-
tive emotions, so as multilingual people know, a single idea may “feel”
different when it is expressed in Spanish rather than in English or
Chinese.

Formally, the Sapir-Whorf thesis holds that people see and under-
stand the world through the cultural lens of language. In the decades
since Sapir and Whorf published their work, however, scholars have
taken issue with this proposition. Current thinking is that although
we do fashion reality out of our symbols, evidence does not support
the notion that language determines reality in the way Sapir and Whorf
claimed. For example, we know that children understand the idea of
“family” long before they learn that word; similarly, adults can imag-
ine new ideas or things before devising a name for them (Kay &
Kempton, 1984; Pinker, 1994).

Values and Beliefs
What accounts for the popularity of movie characters such as James
Bond, Neo, Erin Brockovich, and Rocky Balboa? Each is ruggedly
individualistic, going it alone and relying on personal skill and savvy
to challenge “the system.” In admiring such characters, we are sup-
porting certain values, culturally defined standards that people use to
decide what is desirable, good, and beautiful and that serve as broad
guidelines for social living. Values are what people who share a culture
use to make choices about how to live.

Values are broad principles that underlie beliefs, specific ideas
that people hold to be true. In other words, values are abstract stan-
dards of goodness, and beliefs are particular matters that people
accept as true or false. For example, because most U.S. adults share
the value of providing equal opportunity for all, they believe that a
qualified woman could serve as president of the United States, as
the 2008 presidential campaign of Hillary Clinton demonstrated
(NORC, 2007).

Key Values of U.S. Culture

The sociologist Robin Williams Jr. (1970) identified ten values as cen-
tral to our way of life:

1. Equal opportunity. People in the United States believe in not
equality of condition but equality of opportunity. This means that
society should provide everyone with the chance to get ahead
according to individual talents and efforts.

FIGURE 2–1 Human Languages: A Variety of Symbols
Here the English word “read” is written in twelve of the hundreds of
languages humans use to communicate with one another.

List three cultural elements that were passed to you by earlier
generations. List three different elements that emerged in
your own generation; do you think these will last to be passed
to your children and grandchildren?

language a system of symbols that allows people to communicate with one another

cultural transmission the process by which
one generation passes culture to the next

Sapir-Whorf thesis the idea that
people see and understand the world
through the cultural lens of language



Chinese
Official language
Widely spoken
second language

English
Official language
Widely spoken
second language

Spanish
Official language
Widely spoken
second language

Chinese is spoken as a native language by
twice as many people in the world as English,
but English is a widely spoken second 
language almost everywhere in the world.
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Window on the World
GLOBAL MAP 2–1 Language in Global Perspective

Chinese (including Mandarin, Cantonese, and dozens of other dialects) is
the native tongue of one-fifth of the world’s people, almost all of whom live
in Asia. Although all Chinese people read and write with the same charac-
ters, they use several dozen dialects. The “official” dialect, taught in
schools throughout the People’s Republic of China and the Republic of
Taiwan, is Mandarin (the dialect of Beijing, China’s capital). Cantonese, the
language of Canton, is the second most common Chinese dialect; it differs
in sound from Mandarin roughly the way French differs from Spanish.

English is the native tongue or official language in several world regions
(spoken by one-tenth of humanity) and has become the preferred second
language in most of the world.

The largest concentration of Spanish speakers is in Latin America and, of
course, Spain. Spanish is also the second most widely spoken language in
the United States.
Source: Peters Atlas of the World (1990); updated by the author.

values culturally defined standards that people use to decide what is desirable,
good, and beautiful and that serve as broad guidelines for social living

beliefs specific ideas that people hold to be true



Would you say that physical fitness is an emerging cultural
value? Why or why not?

Think about the games you played when you were growing
up, like Tag or Capture the Flag, or board games, like Monop-
oly or Chutes and Ladders. What cultural values do they
teach? What about video games like Grand Theft Auto, God of
War, or Rainbow Six Vegas?
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2. Individual achievement and personal success. Our way of life
encourages competition so that each person’s rewards should
reflect personal merit. A successful person is given the respect
due a “winner.”

3. Material comfort. Success in the United States generally means
making money and enjoying what it will buy. Although people
sometimes remark that “money won’t buy happiness,” most of
us pursue wealth all the same.

4. Activity and work. Our heroes, from the golf champion Tiger
Woods to the winners of television’s American Idol, are “doers”
who get the job done. Our culture values action over reflection
and taking control of events over passively accepting fate.

5. Practicality and efficiency. We value the practical over the the-
oretical, “doing” over “dreaming.” “Major in something that
will help you get a job!” parents tell their college-age children.

6. Progress. We are an optimistic people who, despite waves of
nostalgia, believe that the present is better than the past. We
celebrate progress, viewing the “very latest” as the “very best.”

7. Science. We expect scientists to solve problems and to improve
our lives. We believe that we are rational people, which proba-
bly explains our cultural tendency (especially among men) to
devalue emotion and intuition as sources of knowledge.

8. Democracy and free enterprise. Members of our society recog-
nize numerous individual rights that governments should not
take away. We believe that a just political system is based on free
elections in which adults select government leaders and on an
economy that responds to the choices of individual consumers.

9. Freedom. We favor individual initiative over collective con-
formity. While we know that everyone has responsibilities to
others, we believe that people should be free to pursue their
personal goals.

10. Racism and group superiority. Despite strong ideas about indi-
vidualism and freedom, most people in the United States still judge
others according to gender, race, ethnicity, and social class. In gen-
eral, U.S. culture values males over females, whites over people of
color, people with northwestern European backgrounds over those
whose ancestors came from other parts of the world, and rich over
poor. Although we describe ourselves as a nation of equals, there
is little doubt that some of us are “more equal” than others.

Values: Often in Harmony, Sometimes in Conflict

In many ways, cultural values go together. Williams’s list includes
examples of value clusters in our way of life. For instance, we value
activity and work because we expect effort to lead to achievement
and success and result in material comfort.

Sometimes, however, one core cultural value contradicts
another. Take the first and last items on Williams’s list, for exam-
ple: Members of our society say they believe in equality of oppor-
tunity, yet many also look down on others because of their sex or
race. Value conflict causes strain and often leads to awkward bal-
ancing acts in our beliefs. Sometimes we decide that one value is
more important than another by, for example, supporting equal
opportunity while opposing the acceptance of homosexual people
in the U.S. military. In these cases, we simply learn to live with the
contradictions.

Emerging Values

Like all elements of culture, values change over time. People in the
United States have always valued hard work. In recent
decades, however, we have placed increasing impor-
tance on leisure—having time off from work to do
things such as reading, travel, or community service
that provide enjoyment and satisfaction. Similarly,
although the importance of material comfort remains
strong, more people are seeking personal growth
through meditation and other spiritual activity.How does the popularity of the television show American Idol illustrate many of the key 

values of U.S. culture listed here?



Figure 2–2 shows that as a rich nation, the United States
ranks high in terms of self-expression but is more traditional
than many other high-income nations, such as those in
Europe. Can you point to specific beliefs or practices that set
us apart from Europeans as more traditional?

Values: A Global Perspective

Values vary from culture to culture around the world. In
general, the values that are important in higher-income
countries differ somewhat from those in lower-income
countries.

People in lower-income nations develop cultures that
value survival. This means that people place a great deal of
importance on physical safety and economic security. They
worry about having enough to eat and a safe place to sleep
at night. In addition, lower-income nations tend to be tra-
ditional, with values that celebrate the past and emphasize
the importance of family and religious beliefs. These nations,
in which men have most of the power, typically discourage
or forbid practices such as divorce and abortion.

People in higher-income countries develop cultures that
value individualism and self-expression. These countries are
rich enough that most of the people take survival for
granted, focusing their attention instead on which “lifestyle”
they prefer and how to achieve the greatest personal happi-
ness. In addition, these cultures tend to be secular and
rational, placing less emphasis on family ties and religious
beliefs and more on people thinking for themselves and
being tolerant of others who differ from them. In higher-
income nations, women have social standing more equal to
men, and there is widespread support for practices such as
divorce and abortion (World Values Survey, 2008). Figure
2–2 shows how selected countries of the world compare in
terms of cultural values.

Norms
Most people in the United States are eager to gossip about
“who’s hot” and “who’s not.” Members of American Indian
societies, however, typically condemn such behavior as rude
and divisive. Both patterns illustrate the operation of norms,
rules and expectations by which a society guides the behavior
of its members. In everyday life, people respond to each other with
sanctions, rewards or punishments that encourage conformity to cul-
tural norms.

William Graham Sumner (1959, orig. 1906), an early U.S. soci-
ologist, coined the term mores (pronounced “more-ayz”) to refer
to norms that are widely observed and have great moral significance.
Certain mores include taboos, such as our society’s insistence that
adults not engage in sexual relations with children.

People pay less attention to folkways, norms for routine or
casual interaction. Examples include ideas about appropriate greet-

ings and proper dress. A man who does not wear a tie to a formal
dinner party may raise an eyebrow for violating folkways or “eti-
quette.” If he were to arrive at the dinner party wearing only a tie,
however, he would violate cultural mores and invite a more serious
response.

As we learn cultural norms, we gain the capacity to evaluate our
own behavior. Doing wrong (say, downloading a term paper from
the Internet) can cause both shame—the painful sense that others
disapprove of our actions—and also guilt—a negative judgment we
make of ourselves. Only cultural creatures can experience shame and
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FIGURE 2–2 Cultural Values of Selected Countries
A general global pattern is that higher-income countries tend to be secular and
rational and favor self-expression. By contrast, the cultures of lower-income coun-
tries tend to be more traditional and concerned with economic survival. Each
region of the world, however, has distinctive cultural patterns, including religious
traditions, that affect values. Looking at the figure, what patterns can you see?
Source: Modernization, Cultural Change and Democracy by Ronald Inglehart and Christian Welzel. New York:
Cambridge University Press, 2005.

Global Snapshot

norms rules and expectations by which a society
guides the behavior of its members

mores norms that are widely
observed and have great moral
significance

folkways norms for routine or
casual interaction



Give two examples of campus folkways and two examples of
campus mores. What are the likely consequences of violating
each type of norm?

If archaeologists dig up our civilization 50,000 years from
now, based on the artifacts they find, what kind of people will
they think we were? Point to specific artifacts (such as SUVs,
cell phones, and credit cards) and what they say about us.
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guilt. This is what the writer Mark Twain had in mind when he
remarked that people “are the only animals that blush—or need to.”

Ideal and Real Culture
Values and norms do not describe actual behavior so much as they
suggest how we should behave. We must remember that ideal culture
always differs from real culture, which is what actually occurs in
everyday life. For example, most women and men agree on the
importance of sexual faithfulness in marriage. Even so, in one study,
25 percent of married men and 10 percent of married women
reported having been sexually unfaithful to their spouse at some
point in the marriage (Laumann et al., 1994). But a culture’s moral
standards are important all the same, calling to mind the old saying
“Do as I say, not as I do.”

Technology and Culture
In addition to symbolic elements such as values and norms, every
culture includes a wide range of physical human creations called
artifacts. The Chinese eat with chopsticks rather than knives and
forks, the Japanese place mats rather than rugs on the floor, and many
men and women in India prefer flowing robes to the close-fitting
clothing common in the United States. The material culture of a peo-
ple can seem as strange to outsiders as their language, values, and
norms.

A society’s artifacts partly reflect underlying cultural values. The
warlike Ya̧nomamö carefully craft their weapons and prize the poi-
son tips on their arrows. By contrast, our society’s embrace of indi-
viduality and independence goes a long way to explain our high
regard for the automobile: We own about 235 million motor vehi-
cles—more than one for every licensed driver—and even in an age
of high gasoline prices, many of these are the large sport utility vehi-
cles that we might expect rugged, individualistic people to choose.

In addition to expressing values, material culture also reflects a
society’s level of technology, knowledge that people use to make a way
of life in their surroundings. The more complex a society’s technology,
the easier it is for members of that society to shape the world for
themselves.

Gerhard Lenski argued that a society’s level of technology is cru-
cial in determining what cultural ideas and artifacts emerge or are
even possible (Nolan & Lenski, 2007). Thus, he pointed to the impor-
tance of sociocultural evolution—the historical changes in culture
brought about by new technology—which unfolds in terms of four
major levels of development: hunting and gathering, horticulture
and pastoralism, agriculture, and industry.

Hunting and Gathering
The oldest and most basic way of living is hunting and gathering,
the use of simple tools to hunt animals and gather vegetation for food.
From the time of our earliest human ancestors 3 million years ago
until about 1800, most people in the world lived as hunters and gath-
erers. Today, however, this technology supports only a few societies,
including the Kaska Indians of northwestern Canada, the Pygmies of
Central Africa, the Khoisan of southwestern Africa, the Aborigines of
Australia, and the Semai of Malaysia. Typically, hunters and gather-
ers spend most of their time searching for game and edible plants.
Their societies are small, generally with several dozen people living in
a nomadic, familylike group, moving on as they use up an area’s veg-
etation or follow migratory animals.

Everyone helps search for food, with the very young and the
very old doing what they can. Women usually gather vegetation—
the primary food source for these peoples—while men do most of
the hunting. Because the tasks they perform are of equal impor-
tance, the two sexes are regarded as having about the same social
importance (Leacock, 1978).

Hunters and gatherers do not have formal leaders. They may
look to one person as a shaman, or priest, but holding such a posi-
tion does not excuse the person from the daily work of finding food.
Overall, hunting and gathering is a simple and egalitarian way of
life.

Limited technology leaves hunters and gatherers vulnerable to
the forces of nature. Storms and droughts can easily destroy their
food supply, and they have few effective ways to respond to accidents
or disease. Many children die in childhood, and only half live to the
age of twenty.

As people with powerful technology steadily close in on them,
hunting and gathering societies are vanishing. Fortunately, studying
their way of life has provided us with valuable information about
our sociocultural history and our fundamental ties to the natural
environment.

Horticulture and Pastoralism
Horticulture, the use of hand tools to raise crops, appeared around
10,000 years ago. The hoe and the digging stick (used to punch holes
in the ground for planting seeds) first turned up in fertile regions of
the Middle East and Southeast Asia, and by 6,000 years ago, these
tools were in use from Western Europe to China. Central and South
Americans also learned to cultivate plants, but rocky soil and moun-
tainous land forced members of many societies to continue to hunt
and gather even as they adopted this new technology (Fisher, 1979;
Chagnon, 1992).



In especially dry regions, societies turned not to raising crops
but to pastoralism, the domestication of animals. Throughout the
Americas, Africa, the Middle East, and Asia, many societies combine
horticulture and pastoralism.

Growing plants and raising animals allows societies to feed
hundreds of members. Pastoral peoples remain nomadic, but hor-
ticulturalists make permanent settlements. In a horticultural soci-
ety, a material surplus means that not everyone has to produce
food; some people are free to make crafts, become traders, or serve
as full-time priests. Compared with hunters and gatherers, pastoral
and horticultural societies are more unequal, with some families
operating as a ruling elite.

Because hunters and gatherers have little control over nature,
they generally believe that the world is inhabited by spirits. As they
gain the power to raise plants and animals, however, people come to
believe in one God as the creator of the world. The pastoral roots of
Judaism and Christianity are evident in the term “pastor” and the
common view of God as a “shepherd” who stands watch over all.

Agriculture
Around 5,000 years ago, technological advances led to agriculture,
large-scale cultivation using plows harnessed to animals or more pow-
erful energy sources. Agrarian technology first appeared in the Middle
East and gradually spread throughout the world. The invention of
the animal-drawn plow, the wheel, writing, numbers, and new met-
als changed societies so much that historians call this era the “dawn
of civilization.”

By turning the soil, plows allow land to be farmed for centuries,
so agrarian people can live in permanent settlements. With large
food surpluses that can be transported by animal-powered wagons,
populations grow into the millions. As members of agrarian soci-
eties become more and more specialized in their work, money is used
as a form of common exchange, replacing the earlier system of barter.
Although the development of agrarian technology expands human
choices and fuels urban growth, it also makes social life more indi-
vidualistic and impersonal.

Agriculture also brings about a dramatic increase in social
inequality. Most people live as serfs or slaves, but a few elites are freed
from labor to cultivate a “refined” way of life based on the study of
philosophy, art, and literature. At all levels, men gain pronounced
power over women.

People with only simple technology live much the same the world
over, with minor differences caused by regional variations in climate.
But, Lenski explains, agrarian technology gives people enough con-
trol over the world that cultural diversity dramatically increases
(Nolan & Lenski, 2007).

Industry
Industrialization occurred as societies replaced the muscles of ani-
mals and humans with new forms of power. Formally, industry is the
production of goods using advanced sources of energy to drive large
machinery. The introduction of steam power, starting in England
about 1775, greatly boosted productivity and transformed culture in
the process.
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What would it be like to live in a society with simple technology? That’s the
idea behind the television show Survivor. What advantages do societies
with simple technology give their members? What disadvantages do
you see?

technology knowledge that people use to make a way of life in their surroundings

hunting and gathering
the use of simple tools to hunt
animals and gather vegetation
for food

pastoralism
the domestication of animals

horticulture
the use of hand tools to raise
crops

industry
the production of goods using
advanced sources of energy to
drive large machinery

postindustrialism (p. 52) 
the production of information
using computer technology
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Stepping into Celebrity Shoes
By SAMEER REDDY
March 8, 2008

Celebrity has become the primary commodity of
popular culture. Fans used to fall for a specific
album or film, but now the public tends to base its
consumption on the aura of celebrity attached to
any given product. Singers can act in films and
actors can record albums, not thanks to any
innate talent but because their brand is big
enough to transcend categories. Fashion maga-
zines have all but abandoned the practice of put-
ting models on the cover because they don’t sell
nearly as well as famous faces. As a result, celebri-
ties have wised up to their incredibly powerful
market potential, moving from endorsing some-
one else’s high-end products to producing their
own. Witness the birth of the celebrity luxury
fashion brand.

Celebrity clothing lines aren’t a completely new
phenomenon, but in the past they were typically

aimed at the lower end of the market and
restricted to a few past-their-prime TV actresses
like Jaclyn Smith and Jane Seymour. Today they’re
started by A-list stars and share floor space at Bar-
ney’s New York and Harvey Nichols with heavy-
weight labels like Chanel, Prada, and Dior.

The most successful start-ups have been those
by celebrities with iconic personal style. Women
have been willing to embrace this new breed of
luxury label that offers them the chance to step
into the shoes of some of the world’s biggest stars.

The first case study is L.A.M.B., the pop star
Gwen Stefani’s four-year-old line, which show-
cases her signature style influences. Rastafarian
culture, schoolgirl uniforms, Harajuku girls,
rocker plaids, skintight denim, and ultrahigh heels
come together in a riotous collection that reflects
her on- and offstage dress sense. While extremely
hands-on with the design, Stefani smartly hired a
great supporting team and, unlike many of her
peers, openly shares the spotlight, posing for

photo shoots together with staff and giving them
their due in interviews. This down-to-earth
approach resonates with fans of L.A.M.B.’s unpre-
tentious looks at upscale prices (like $685
sequined minidresses). Revenue now tops $100
million, and the line is expanding to encompass
fragrances, handbags, watches, and shoes.

The biggest celebrity-owned luxury empire
belongs to Jennifer Lopez, encompassing a high-
end collection, Sweetface; a juniors line, JustSweet,
and multiple fragrances. Together they are valued
at more than $255 million. Lopez works in part-
nership with Tommy Hilfiger’s brother Andy and
targets more mainstream tastes than Stefani. Mix-
ing ladylike polish with sleek streetwear, the collec-
tion is intended as an accessible distillation of the
elements that inform Lopez’s diva persona. While
Lopez doesn’t play a design role like Stefani, her
esthetic imprint is still visible in the clothing,
including pieces like dramatic, draped jersey
dresses and sexy romper suits.

Seeing SOCIOLOGY in the NEWS

Postindustrial Information Technology
Going beyond the four categories discussed by Lenski, we see that many
industrial societies, including the United States, have now entered a
postindustrial era in which more and more economic production
makes use of new information technology. Postindustrialism refers to
the production of information using computer technology. Production in
industrial societies centers on factories that make things, but postin-
dustrial production centers on computers and other electronic devices
that create, process, store, and apply ideas and information.

The emergence of an information economy changes the skills
that define a way of life. No longer are mechanical abilities the only
key to success. People find that they must learn to work with sym-
bols by speaking, writing, computing, and creating images and
sounds. One result of this change is that our society now has the
capacity to create symbolic culture on an unprecedented scale as
people work with computers to generate new words, music, and
images.

Cultural Diversity
In the United States, we are aware of our cultural diversity when we
hear several different languages being spoken while riding a subway
in New York, Washington, D.C., or Los Angeles. Compared to a coun-
try such as Japan, whose historical isolation makes it the most

Agrarian people work in or near their homes, but most people
in industrial societies work in large factories under the supervision
of strangers. In this way, industrialization pushes aside the tradi-
tional cultural values that guided family-centered agrarian life for
centuries.

Industry also made the world seem smaller. In the nineteenth
century, railroads and steamships carried people across land and sea
faster and farther than ever before. In the twentieth century, this
process continued with the invention of the automobile, the airplane,
radio, television, and computers.

Industrial technology also raises living standards and extends
the human life span. Schooling becomes the rule because industrial
jobs demand more and more skills. In addition, industrial societies
reduce economic inequality and steadily extend political rights.

It is easy to see industrial societies as “more advanced” than those
relying on simpler technology. After all, industry raises living stan-
dards and stretches life expectancy to the seventies and beyond—
about twice that of the Ya̧nomamö. But as industry intensifies
individualism and expands personal freedom, it weakens human
community. Also, industry has led people to abuse the natural envi-
ronment, which threatens us all. And although advanced technol-
ogy gives us labor-saving machines and miraculous forms of medical
treatment, it also contributes to unhealthy levels of stress and has
created weapons capable of destroying in a flash everything that our
species has achieved.
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The most expensive offerings come from for-
mer tween idols and twin moguls Mary-Kate and
Ashley Olsen. When the child stars turned 21 last
year, they gained full control of their $100 mil-
lion-plus empire and launched two new business
ventures: the Row, an edgy line that combines
luxe basics like modal cardigans with fashion-for-
ward statement pieces, such as $3,220 Tuscan-
lamb-fur coats; and the more affordable
contemporary-sportswear line Elizabeth and
James. So far they have been very well received;
last fall the Row went from two to 29 premium
retailers around the world, and doubled the size
of its collection. The Olsens’ foray into high fash-
ion has been bolstered by their status as emerging
fashion icons and as fixtures on the exclusive New
York club scene.

Envious mere mortals, take heart: For every
success story, there’s a corresponding cautionary
tale of a celebrity who overestimated his or her
consumer appeal. Despite millions of dollars

worth of media exposure, including a debut on
The Oprah Winfrey Show, Beyoncé’s House of
Dereon line has failed to catch fire with con-
sumers. . . . The fashion media are often reluctant
to take many of these side projects as seriously as
a ready-to-wear collection from a committed
designer. And once the initial attention dies
down, consumer interest might fade, loyalty
reverting to tried-and-true labels.

Today the biggest risk to celebrities involved with
a retail venture is the same one they face on the red
carpet: embarrassment. The pop-cultural pantheon
might be bigger than ever, but its rate of turnover
has accelerated as well. Each misstep threatens to
reduce a celebrity’s shelf life, and the same press that
enshrined her has no problem picking her to pieces
when the opportunity appears.

Still, the ego’s potential for expansion is infi-
nite. Having already achieved immense wealth
and public recognition, many celebrities see fash-
ion as the next frontier to be conquered, not to

mention a healthy new revenue stream. Gump-
tion, or perhaps greed, inspires them to reach for
more. Their success as designers might last the
seasonal equivalent of 15 minutes, but fashion—
like celebrity—has always been fleeting.

WHAT DO YOU THINK?

1. What does being a “celebrity” mean? What is
being “celebrated”?

2.  What about our way of life makes us so inter-
ested in celebrities?

3. Do you think that buying celebrity products
really allows you to “step into the shoes of
some of the world's biggest stars”? Why or
why not?

Adapted from the original article, “Stepping into Celebrity
Shoes” by Sameer Reddy, published in Newsweek, March 8, 2008,
copyright © 2008 Newsweek, Inc. All rights reserved. Used by
permission and protected by the Copyright Laws of the United
States. The printing, copying, redistribution, or retransmission
of the Material without express written permission is prohibited.

monocultural of all high-income nations, centuries of heavy immi-
gration have made the United States the most multicultural of all high-
income countries.

Between 1820 (when the government began keeping track of
immigration) and 2007, more than 75 million people came to our
shores. This cultural mix continues to increase as more than 1 million
people arrive each year. A century ago, almost all immigrants came
from Europe; today, the majority of newcomers arrive from Latin
America and Asia. To understand the reality of life in the United
States, we must move beyond shared cultural patterns to consider
cultural diversity.

High Culture and Popular Culture
Cultural diversity can involve social class. In fact, in everyday talk, we
usually use the term “culture” to mean art forms such as classical lit-
erature, music, dance, and painting. We describe people who attend
the opera or the theater as “cultured,” thinking that they appreciate the
“finer things in life.”

We speak less kindly of ordinary people, assuming that everyday
culture is somehow less worthy. So we are tempted to judge the music
of Haydn as “more cultured” than hip-hop, couscous as better than
cornbread, and polo as more polished than Ping-Pong.

These differences arise because many cultural patterns are read-
ily available to only some members of a society. Sociologists use the

term high culture to refer to cultural patterns that distinguish a soci-
ety’s elite and popular culture to describe cultural patterns that are
widespread among a society’s population.

Common sense may suggest that high culture is superior to pop-
ular culture, but sociologists are uneasy with such judgments, for
two reasons. First, neither elites nor ordinary people share all the
same tastes and interests; people in both categories differ in numer-
ous ways. Second, do we praise high culture because it is really bet-
ter than popular culture or simply because its supporters have more
money, power, and prestige? For example, there is no difference
between a violin and a fiddle; however, we name the instrument one
way when it is used to produce a type of music typically enjoyed by
a person of higher position and the other way when it produces
music appreciated by people with lower social standing.

The mass media have great importance to the spread of popu-
lar culture throughout U.S. society. Although pop culture, by defini-
tion, involves almost everyone, celebrities have the power to push
cultural trends in one way or another. Seeing Sociology in the News
explains how.

Subculture
The term subculture refers to cultural patterns that set apart some seg-
ment of a society’s population. People who ride “chopper” motorcy-
cles, traditional Korean Americans, New England “Yankees,” Ohio
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State football fans, the southern California “beach crowd,” Elvis imper-
sonators, and wilderness campers all display subcultural patterns.

It is easy but often inaccurate to put people in subcultural cat-
egories because almost everyone participates in many subcultures
without having much commitment to any one of them. In some
cases, ethnicity and religion can be strong enough to set people
apart from one another, with tragic results. Consider the former
nation of Yugoslavia in southeastern Europe. The 1990s civil war
there was fueled by extreme cultural diversity. This one small coun-
try with a population about equal to the Los Angeles metropolitan
area made use of two alphabets, embraced three major religions,
spoke four major languages, was home to five major nationalities,
was divided into six separate republics, and absorbed the cultural
influences of seven surrounding countries. The cultural conflict
that plunged this nation into civil war shows that subcultures are
a source not only of pleasing variety but also of tension and even
violence.

Many people view the United States as a melting pot where
many nationalities blend into a single “American” culture (Gardyn,
2002). But given so much cultural diversity, how accurate is the
melting pot image? For one thing, subcultures involve not just
difference but hierarchy. Too often what we view as dominant or
“mainstream” culture are the patterns favored by powerful segments
of the population, and we view the lives of disadvantaged people as

“subculture.” But are the cultural patterns of rich skiers on the
mountains of Aspen, Colorado, any less a subculture than
the cultural patterns of skateboarders on the streets of Los
Angeles? Some sociologists therefore prefer to level the play-

ing field of society by emphasizing multiculturalism.

Multiculturalism
Multiculturalism is a perspective recognizing the cultural diversity
of the United States and promoting equal standing for all cultural tra-
ditions. Multiculturalism represents a sharp change from the past,
when U.S. society downplayed cultural diversity, defining itself in
terms of its European and especially English immigrants. Today
there is spirited debate about whether we should continue to focus
on historical traditions or highlight contemporary diversity.

E pluribus unum, the Latin phrase that appears on each U.S.
coin, means “out of many, one.” This motto symbolizes not only
our national political union but also the idea that the varied expe-
riences of immigrants from around the world come together to
form a new way of life.

But from the outset, the many cultures did not melt together
as much as harden into a hierarchy. At the top were the English,
who formed a majority and established English as the nation’s dom-
inant language. Further down, people of other backgrounds were
advised to model themselves after “their betters” so that the “melt-
ing” was really a process of Anglicization—adoption of English
ways. As multiculturalists see it, early in its history, U.S. society set
up the English way of life as an ideal that everyone else should imi-
tate and by which everyone should be judged.

Since then, historians have reported events from the point of view
of the English and others of European ancestry, paying little attention
to the perspectives and accomplishments of Native Americans and
people of African and Asian descent. Multiculturalists criticize this as
Eurocentrism, the dominance of European (especially English) cultural
patterns. Molefi Kete Asante, a supporter of multiculturalism,
argues that like “the fifteenth-century Europeans who could not cease
believing that the Earth was the center of the universe, many [people]
today find it difficult to cease viewing European culture as the center
of the social universe” (1988:7).

One controversial issue involves language. Some people believe
that English should be the official language of the United States; by
2008, legislatures in thirty states had enacted laws making it the offi-
cial language. But nearly 55 million men and women—one in five—
speak a language other than English at home. Spanish is the second
most commonly spoken language in the United States, and several
hundred other tongues are heard across the country, including Ital-

A generation ago, most people regarded tattoos as a mark of low social
status. Today, this cultural pattern is gaining popularity among people at all
social class levels. Kat Von D (second from right) is a tattoo artist on the
nationwide television show L.A. Ink.

multiculturalism a perspective recognizing the
cultural diversity of the United States and promoting
equal standing for all cultural traditions

Eurocentrism the dominance of European (especially
English) cultural patterns

Afrocentrism emphasizing and promoting African
cultural patterns

high culture (p. 53) cultural patterns that distinguish a
society’s elite

popular culture (p. 53) cultural patterns that are
widespread among a society’s population
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ian, German, French, Filipino, Japanese, Korean, Vietnamese, Russian,
and a host of Native American languages. National Map 2–1 shows
where in the United States large numbers of people speak a language
other than English at home.

Supporters of multiculturalism say it is a way of coming to terms
with our country’s increasing social diversity. With the Asian Amer-
ican and Hispanic American populations increasing rapidly, some
analysts predict that today’s children will live to see people of African,
Asian, and Hispanic ancestry become the majority of this country’s
population.

Supporters also claim that multiculturalism is a good way to
strengthen the academic achievement of African American chil-
dren. To counter Eurocentrism, some multicultural educators are
calling for Afrocentrism, emphasizing and promoting African cul-
tural patterns, which they see as a strategy for correcting centuries
of ignoring the cultural achievements of African societies and
African Americans.

Although multiculturalism has found favor in recent years, it
has drawn criticism as well. Opponents say it encourages divisive-
ness rather than unity because it urges people to identify with only
their own category rather than with the nation as a whole. In addi-
tion, critics say, multiculturalism actually harms minorities them-
selves. Multicultural policies (from African American studies
departments to all-black dorms) seem to support the same racial
separation that our nation has struggled so long to overcome. Fur-
thermore, in the early grades, an Afrocentric curriculum may deny
children important knowledge and skills by forcing them to study
only certain topics from a single point of view.

Finally, the global war on terror has drawn the issue of multicul-
turalism into the world spotlight. In 2005, British Prime Minister Tony
Blair responded to a terrorist attack in London, stating, “It is impor-
tant that the terrorists realize [that] our determination to defend our
values and our way of life is greater than their determination to . . .
impose their extremism on the world.” He went on to warn that the
British government would expel Muslim clerics who encouraged hatred
and terrorism (Barone, 2005). In a world of cultural difference and
conflict, we have much to learn about tolerance and peacemaking.

Counterculture
Cultural diversity also includes outright rejection of conventional
ideas or behavior. Counterculture refers to cultural patterns that
strongly oppose those widely accepted within a society.

During the 1960s, for example, a youth-oriented counterculture
rejected mainstream culture as too competitive, self-centered, and
materialistic. Instead, hippies and other counterculturalists favored
a collective and cooperative lifestyle in which “being” was more
important than “doing” and the capacity for personal growth—or
“expanded consciousness”—was prized over material possessions
like fancy homes and cars. Such differences led some people to “drop
out” of the larger society and join countercultural communities.

Countercultures are still flourishing. At the extreme, small mil-
itaristic communities (made up of people born and bred in this
country) or bands of religious militants (from other countries) exist
in the United States, some of them engaging in violence intended to
threaten our way of life.
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Elvira Martinez lives in Zapata
County, Texas, where about three-
quarters of the people in her 
community speak Spanish at home.

Jeffrey Steen lives in Adams
County, Ohio, where almost
none of his neighbors speaks
a language other than English.

Seeing Ourselves
NATIONAL MAP 2–1
Language Diversity across the United States

Of more than 279 million people age five or older in the United
States, the Census Bureau reports that nearly 55 million (20 per-
cent) speak a language other than English at home. Of these, 62
percent speak Spanish and 15 percent use an Asian language (the
Census Bureau lists 29 languages, each of which is favored by
more than 100,000 people). The map shows that non–English
speakers are concentrated in certain regions of the country. Which
ones? What do you think accounts for this pattern?
Sources: U.S. Census Bureau (2003, 2007).

subculture (p. 53) cultural patterns that set apart some segment
of a society’s population

counterculture cultural patterns that strongly oppose those
widely accepted within a society
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Cultural Change
Perhaps the most basic human truth is that “all things shall pass.”
Even the dinosaurs, which thrived on this planet for 160 million years,
exist today only as fossils. Will humanity survive for millions of years
to come? All we can say with certainty is that given our reliance on cul-
ture, the human record will show continuous change.

Figure 2–3 shows changes in student attitudes between 1969
(the height of the 1960s counterculture) and 2007. Some attitudes
have changed only slightly: Today, as a generation ago, most men
and women look forward to raising a family. But today’s students are
much less concerned than those of the 1960s with developing a phi-
losophy of life and are much more interested in making money.

Change in one dimension of a cultural system usually sparks
changes in others. For example, today’s college women are far more

interested in making money because women are much more likely
to be in the labor force than their mothers or grandmothers were.
Working for income may not change their interest in having a fam-
ily, but it does increase their age at first marriage and the divorce
rate. Such connections illustrate the principle of cultural
integration, the close relationships among various elements of a cul-
tural system.

Some parts of a cultural system change faster than others.
William Ogburn (1964) observed that technology moves quickly,
generating new elements of material culture (such as test-tube
babies) faster than nonmaterial culture (such as ideas about parent-
hood) can keep up with them. Ogburn called this inconsistency
cultural lag, the fact that some cultural elements change more quickly
than others, disrupting a cultural system. In a world in which a woman
can give birth to a child by using another woman’s egg, which has
been fertilized in a laboratory with the sperm of a total stranger, how
are we to apply traditional ideas about motherhood and fatherhood?

Cultural changes are set in motion in three ways. The first is
invention, the process of creating new cultural elements, such as the
telephone (1876), the airplane (1903), and the computer (late 1940s),
each of which changed our way of life. The process of invention goes
on all the time, as indicated by the thousands of applications submit-
ted every year to the U.S. Patent Office. The timeline inside the front
cover of this book shows other inventions that have helped change
our culture.

Discovery, a second cause of change, involves recognizing and
understanding more fully something already in existence, from a dis-
tant star to the foods of another culture to women’s athletic ability. Many
discoveries result from painstaking scientific research, and others hap-
pen by a stroke of luck, as in 1898 when Marie Curie unintentionally left
a rock on a piece of photographic paper, noticed that emissions from the
rock had exposed the paper, and thus discovered radium.

The third cause of cultural change is diffusion, the spread of
objects or ideas from one society to another. Because new informa-
tion technology sends information around the globe in seconds, cul-
tural diffusion has never been greater than it is today.

Our own way of life has contributed many significant cultural
elements to the world, ranging from computers to jazz music. Of
course, diffusion works the other way, too, so that much of what we
assume is “American” actually comes from elsewhere. Most of the
clothing we wear and the furniture we use, as well as the watch we
carry and the money we spend, all had their origins in other cultures
(Linton, 1937a).

It is certainly correct to talk about “American culture,” espe-
cially when we are comparing our way of life to the culture of some
other society. But this discussion of cultural change shows us that
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Compared to college students 40 years ago,
today’s students are less interested in
developing a philosophy of life and more
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FIGURE 2–3 Life Objectives of First-Year College Students,
1969–2007

Researchers have surveyed first-year college students every year since
1969. While attitudes about some things such as the importance of
family have stayed about the same, attitudes about other life goals have
changed dramatically.
Sources: Astin et al. (2002) and Pryor et al. (2007).

Student Snapshot

cultural integration the close relationships among various elements of a cultural
system

cultural lag the fact that some cultural elements change more quickly than others,
disrupting a cultural system
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this term, unknown to the Chinese, is an ethnocentric expression for
a region that is far east of us. The Chinese name for their country
translates as “Central Kingdom,” suggesting that they, like us, see
their society as the center of the world. The map in Figure 2–4 chal-
lenges our ethnocentrism by presenting a “down under” view of the
Western Hemisphere.

The alternative to ethnocentrism is cultural relativism, the prac-
tice of judging a culture by its own standards. Cultural relativism can

culture is always complex and always changing. The Thinking
About Diversity box on pages 58–59 offers a good example of the
diverse and dynamic character of culture with a brief look at the
history of rock-and-roll music.

Ethnocentrism and Cultural Relativism

December 10, a small village in Morocco. Watching
many of our fellow travelers browsing through a tiny
ceramics factory, we have little doubt that North Amer-
icans are among the world’s greatest shoppers. We delight

in surveying hand-woven carpets in China or India, inspecting
finely crafted metals in Turkey, or collecting the beautifully col-
ored porcelain tiles we find here in Morocco. Of course, all these
items are wonderful bargains. But one major reason for the low
prices is unsettling to people living in rich countries: Many prod-
ucts from the world’s low- and middle-income countries are
made by children—some as young as five or six—who work long
days for pennies per hour.

We think of childhood as a time of innocence and freedom from
adult burdens such as work. In poor countries throughout the world,
however, families depend on income earned by their children. So
what people in one society think of as right and natural, people else-
where find puzzling or even immoral. Perhaps the Chinese philoso-
pher Confucius had it right when he noted that “all people are the
same; it’s only their habits that are different.”

Just about every imaginable idea or behavior is commonplace
somewhere in the world, and this cultural variation causes travelers
both excitement and distress. Australians flip light switches down to
turn them on, but North Americans flip them up. The Japanese name
city blocks; North Americans name city streets. Egyptians stand very
close to others in conversation; North Americans are used to main-
taining several feet of “personal space.” Bathrooms lack toilet paper
in much of rural Morocco, causing considerable discomfort for
North Americans, who recoil at the thought of using the left hand for
bathroom hygiene, as the locals do.

Given that a particular culture is the basis for everyday experi-
ences, it is no wonder that people everywhere exhibit ethnocentrism,
the practice of judging another culture by the standards of one’s own cul-
ture. Some degree of ethnocentrism is necessary for people to be
emotionally attached to their way of life. But ethnocentrism also gen-
erates misunderstanding and sometimes conflict.

Even language is culturally biased. Centuries ago, people in
North America or Europe referred to China as the “Far East.” But
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FIGURE 2–4 The View from “Down Under”
North America should be “up” and South America “down,” or so we think.
But because we live on a globe, “up” and “down” have no meaning at all.
The reason this map of the Western Hemisphere looks wrong to us is not that
it is geographically inaccurate; it simply violates our ethnocentric assumption
that the United States should be “above” the rest of the Americas.

cultural relativism the practice of judging a
culture by its own standards

ethnocentrism the practice of judging another
culture by the standards of one’s own culture



MAKING THE GRADE
Youth cultures tend to develop as societies 
industrialize because young people gain more 
independence from parents and have more money to spend
on their own interests.

58 CHAPTER 2 Culture

THINKING ABOUT
DIVERSITY: RACE,
CLASS, & GENDER

Early Rock-and-Roll: Race, Class,
and Cultural Change

In the 1950s, rock-and-roll emerged as part of
U.S. popular culture. Rock soon grew to
become a cultural tide that swept away musical
tastes and traditions and changed the country in
ways we still experience today.

Early in the 1950s, mainstream “pop” music
was largely aimed at white adults. Songs were
written by professional composers, recorded by
long-established record labels, and performed
by well-known artists including Perry Como,
Eddie Fisher, Doris Day, and Patti Page. Just
about every big-name performer was white.

In the United States, the 1950s was a time of
rigid racial segregation. This racial separation
meant that the cultures of white people and black
people were different. In the subcultural world of
African Americans, music had different sounds
and rhythms, reflecting jazz, gospel singing, and
rhythm and blues. All of these musical styles
were the creations of African American com-

posers and performers working with black-
owned record companies and broadcast on radio
stations to an almost entirely black audience.

Class, too, divided the musical world of the
1950s, even among whites. A second musical
subculture was country and western, a musical
style popular among poorer whites, especially
people living in the South. Like rhythm and
blues, country and western music had its own
composers and performers, its own record
labels, and its own radio stations.

In the early 1950s, there were separate musi-
cal worlds in U.S. society, separated by the walls
of race and class. There was little “crossover”
music, meaning that almost no performers or
songs from one world gained popularity in another.

This musical segregation began to break
down about 1955 with the birth of rock-and-roll.
Rock was a new mix of many existing musical
patterns, drawing on mainstream pop but

including country and western and, especially,
rhythm and blues.

The new rock-and-roll music drew together
musical traditions, but it soon divided society in
a new way—by age. Rock-and-roll was the first
music clearly linked to the emergence of a youth
culture—rock was all the rage among teenagers
but was little appreciated or even understood by
their parents. One reason for this age split was
that in the prosperous 1950s, young people had
more money to spend, and record companies
realized that they could make a fortune selling
music to the new “youth market.”

Within a few years, the new youth culture
presented young people with many new musical
stars, and many definitely were not people who
looked or acted like their parents. The rock-and-
roll performers were men (and a few women)
who looked young and took a rebellious stand
against “adult” culture. The typical rocker was a

be difficult for travelers to adopt: It requires not only openness to
unfamiliar values and norms but also the ability to put aside cultural
standards we have known all our lives. Even so, as people of the world
increasingly come into contact with one another, the importance of

understanding other cultures will become ever greater in the twenty-
first century.

As the opening to this chapter explained, businesses in the United
States are learning the value of marketing to a culturally diverse pop-

Elvis Presley (center) drew
together the music of rhythm
and blues singers, such as
Big Mama Thornton (left),
and country and western
stars, including Carl Perkins
(right). The development of
rock-and-roll illustrates the
ever-changing character of
U.S. culture.
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young man who looked like what parents might
have called a “juvenile delinquent” and who
claimed to be “cool,” an idea that most parents
did not even understand.

The first band to make it big in rock-and-roll
was Bill Haley and the Comets. These men
(Haley lowered his stated age to gain greater
acceptance) came out of the country and west-
ern tradition (his earlier bands included the
Down Homers and the Saddlemen). Haley’s first
big hits in 1954—“Shake, Rattle, and Roll” and
“Rock around the Clock”—were recordings of
earlier rhythm and blues songs.

Very quickly, however, young people began
to lose interest in older performers such as Bill
Haley and turned their attention to younger per-
formers who had a stronger juvenile delinquent
image—musicians sporting sideburns, turned-
up collars, and black leather jackets. By the end
of 1955, the unquestioned star of rock-and-roll
was a poor white southern boy from Tupelo,
Mississippi, named Elvis Aron Presley. From his
rural roots, Elvis knew country and western
music, and after he moved to his adopted
hometown of Memphis, Tennessee, he learned
all about black gospel and rhythm and blues.

Before the 1950s ended, Presley had
become the first superstar of rock-and-roll—not
only because he had talent but also because he
had great crossover power. With early hits
including “Hound Dog” (a rhythm and blues
song originally recorded by Big Mama Thornton)
and “Blue Suede Shoes” (written by country and
western star Carl Perkins), Presley broke down
many of the walls of race and class in the music
of the United States.

Elvis went on to a twenty-year career as “the
King.” But during that time, illustrating the
expanding and dynamic character of culture,
popular music developed in many new and dif-
ferent directions. By the end of the 1950s, pop-
ular musical styles included soft rock (Ricky
Nelson, Pat Boone), rockabilly (Johnny Cash),
and dozens of doo-wop groups, both black and
white (often named for birds—the Falcons, the
Penguins, and the Flamingos—or cars—the
Imperials, the Impalas, the Fleetwoods).

During the 1960s, rock music grew even
more popular and more diverse, including folk
music (the Kingston Trio; Peter, Paul, and Mary;
Bob Dylan), surf music (the Beach Boys, Jan
and Dean), and the “British invasion” led by the
Beatles.

The Beatles were at first very close to the
clean-cut, pop side of rock, but they soon
shared the spotlight with another British band
that was proud of its “delinquent” clothing and
street fighter looks—the Rolling Stones. During
the 1960s, the hard rock of the Beatles and
Stones was joined by softer “folk rock” per-
formed by the Byrds, Buffalo Springfield, the
Mamas and the Papas, Simon and Garfunkel,
and Crosby, Stills, and Nash. Mainstream rock
continued with bands like the Who, and rhythm
and blues gave birth to “Motown” (named after
the “motor city,” Detroit), as well as “soul”
music, creating dozens of African American
stars, including Aretha Franklin, James Brown,
the Four Tops, the Temptations, and Diana Ross
and the Supremes.

On the West Coast, San Francisco devel-
oped a different, more political rock music per-

formed by Jefferson Airplane, the Grateful Dead,
and Janis Joplin. West Coast spin-off musical
styles included “acid rock,” influenced by drug
use, performed by the Doors and Jimi Hendrix.
The jazz influence also returned to the world of
rock, creating such “jazz rock” groups as
Chicago and Blood, Sweat, and Tears.

This brief look at the early decades of rock-
and-roll shows the power of race and class to
divide and separate people, shaping different
subcultural patterns. It also shows the power
of music to bring people together. We also see
that the production of culture—in terms of
music as well as movies and music videos—
has become a megabusiness. But most of all,
it shows us that culture is not a rigid system
that stands still but is better described as a liv-
ing process, changing, adapting, and reinvent-
ing itself over time.

WHAT DO YOU THINK?

1. Many dimensions of our way of life shaped
rock-and-roll. In what ways do you think the
emergence of rock-and-roll changed U.S.
culture?

2. Throughout this period of musical change,
most musical performers were men. What
does this tell us about our way of life? Is
popular music still dominated by men today?

3. Can you carry on the story of musical
change in the United States to the present?
(Think of disco, heavy metal, punk rock,
rap, and hip-hop.)

Source: Based on Stuessy & Lipscomb (2008).

Just for fun, go to http://www.TheSociologyPage. com, where
you can hear one of the author’s “cover” performances of
oldies rock-and-roll.

ulation. Similarly, businesses now know that success in the global
economy depends on awareness of cultural patterns around the world.
IBM, for example, now provides technical support for its products
on Web sites in more than thirty languages (IBM, 2008).

This embrace of difference is a change from the past, when many
companies used marketing strategies that lacked sensitivity to cul-
tural diversity. The translation of Coors’s phrase “Turn It Loose” star-
tled Spanish-speaking customers by proclaiming that the beer would
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cause diarrhea. Braniff Airlines translated its slogan “Fly in Leather”
into Spanish so carelessly that it read “Fly Naked”; similarly, Eastern
Airlines’ slogan “We Earn Our Wings Every Day” became “We Fly
Daily to Heaven,” which is hardly comforting to air travelers. Even the
poultry giant Frank Perdue fell victim to poor marketing when his
pitch “It Takes a Tough Man to Make a Tender Chicken” was trans-
formed into the Spanish phrase “A Sexually Excited Man Will Make
a Chicken Affectionate” (Helin, 1992).

But cultural relativism creates problems of its own. If almost
any behavior is the norm somewhere in the world, does that mean
everything is equally right? Does the fact that some Indian and
Moroccan families benefit from having their children work long
hours justify child labor? Because we are all members of a single
human species, surely there must be some universal standards of
proper conduct. But what are they? And in trying to develop them,

how can we avoid imposing our own standards on others? There are
no simple answers to these questions. But when confronting an unfa-

miliar cultural practice, it is best to resist making judgments before
grasping what “they” think of the issue. Remember also to think

about your own way of life as others might see it. After all, what we
gain most from studying others is better insight into ourselves.

A Global Culture?
Today more than ever, we can observe many of the same cultural

patterns the world over. Walking the streets of Seoul, South Korea;
Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia; Chennai, India; Cairo, Egypt; or

Casablanca, Morocco, we see people wearing jeans, and we hear
familiar music and read ads for many of the same products we

use at home. Are we witnessing the birth of a single global culture?
Societies around the world now have more contact with one

another than ever before, thanks to the flow of goods, information,
and people:

1. Global economy: The flow of goods. International commerce is
at an all-time high. The global economy has spread many con-
sumer goods—from cars and TV shows to music and fashion—
throughout the world.

2. Global communications: The flow of information. The
Internet and satellite-assisted communications enable people
to experience events taking place thousands of miles away,
often as they happen. In addition, because 85 percent of the
world’s Web pages are written in English, the spread of com-
puter technology has helped spread the English language
around the world (Drori, 2006). Recall from Global Map 2–1
that English is now the preferred second language in most
parts of the world.

3. Global migration: The flow of people. Knowledge about the
rest of the world motivates people to move where they imagine
life will be better, and modern transportation technology, espe-
cially air travel, makes relocating easier than ever before. As a
result, in most countries, significant numbers of people were
born elsewhere (including some 38 million people in the United
States, 13 percent of the population).

These global links help to make the cultures of the world more
similar. But there are three important limitations to the global culture
thesis. First, the flow of information, goods, and people is uneven in
different parts of the world. Generally speaking, urban areas (centers
of commerce, communication, and people) have stronger ties to one
another, and rural villages remain isolated. In addition, the greater

In the world’s low-income countries, most children must work to provide
their families with needed income. This seven-year-old boy in Nepal works
long hours in a tea field. Is it ethnocentric for people living in high-income
nations to condemn the practice of child labor because we think
youngsters belong in school? Why or why not?

MAKING THE GRADE
One good piece of evidence supporting the 
claim that a global culture is emerging is the widespread use
of English as a second language almost everywhere in the
world (see Global Map 2–1 on page 47).



MAKING THE GRADE
The concept “cultural universal” is an older concept linked to
the structural-functional approach. It is based on the idea that
if some cultural trait is found everywhere, it must be very
useful for society.

economic and military power of North America
and Western Europe means that nations in these
regions influence the rest of the world more than
the rest of the world influences them.

Second, the global culture thesis assumes that
people everywhere are able to afford the new goods
and services. As Chapter 9 (“Global Stratifica-
tion”) explains, desperate poverty in much of the
world deprives people of even the basic necessi-
ties of a safe and secure life.

Third, although many cultural elements have
spread throughout the world, people everywhere
do not attach the same meanings to them. Do chil-
dren in Tokyo draw the same lessons from reading
the Harry Potter books as children in New York
or London? Similarly, we enjoy foods from around
the world while knowing little about the lives of
the people who created them. In short, people
everywhere look at the world through their own
cultural lenses.

Theoretical Analysis 
of Culture
Sociologists investigate how culture helps us make sense of ourselves
and the surrounding world. Here we will examine several macro-level
theoretical approaches to understanding culture. A micro-level
approach to the personal experience of culture, which emphasizes
how individuals not only conform to cultural patterns but also cre-
ate new patterns in their everyday lives, is the focus of Chapter 4
(“Social Interaction in Everyday Life”).

The Functions of Culture: 
Structural-Functional Analysis
The structural-functional approach explains culture as a complex
strategy for meeting human needs. Drawing from the philosophical
doctrine of idealism, this approach considers values to be the core of
a culture (Parsons, 1966; R. M. Williams, 1970). In other words, cul-
tural values direct our lives, give meaning to what we do, and bind
people together. Countless other cultural traits have various func-
tions that support the operation of society.

Thinking functionally helps us understand unfamiliar ways of
life. Consider the Amish farmer in central Ohio plowing hundreds
of acres with a team of horses. His methods may violate the U.S.
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cultural value of efficiency, but from the Amish point of view, hard
work functions to develop the discipline necessary for a devoutly
religious way of life. Long days of working together not only make
the Amish self-sufficient but also strengthen family ties and unify
local communities.

Of course, Amish practices have dysfunctions as well. The hard
work and strict religious discipline are too demanding for some, who
end up leaving the community. Also, strong religious beliefs some-
times prevent compromise, and as a result, slight differences in reli-
gious practices have caused the Amish to divide into different
communities (Kraybill, 1989; Kraybill & Olshan, 1994).

If cultures are strategies for meeting human needs, we would
expect to find many common patterns around the world. Cultural
universals are traits that are part of every known culture. Compar-
ing hundreds of cultures, George Murdock (1945) identified dozens
of cultural universals. One common element is the family, which
functions everywhere to control sexual reproduction and to over-
see the care of children. Funeral rites, too, are found everywhere
because all human communities cope with the reality of death.
Jokes are another cultural universal, serving as a safe means of
releasing social tensions.

Following the structural-functional approach, what do you make of the Amish practice of “barn
raising,” when everyone in a community joins together to raise a family’s new barn in a day? Why
is such a ritual almost unknown in U.S. society outside of Amish communities?

cultural universals traits that are part of every known culture
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CRITICAL REVIEW The strength of structural-functional
analysis lies in showing how culture operates to meet human needs.
Yet by emphasizing a society’s dominant cultural patterns, this
approach largely ignores cultural diversity. Also, because this
approach emphasizes cultural stability, it downplays the importance
of change. In short, cultural systems are neither as stable nor as
universal as structural-functional analysis leads us to believe. The
Applying Theory table summarizes this theoretical approach’s main
lessons about culture and places it alongside two other approaches
that we consider next.

CHECK YOUR LEARNING In the United States, what
are some of the functions of sports, July Fourth celebrations, and
Black History Month?

Inequality and Culture: 
Social-Conflict Analysis
The social-conflict approach draws attention to the link between cul-
ture and inequality. From this point of view, any cultural trait bene-
fits some members of society at the expense of others.

Why do certain values dominate a society in the first place? Many
conflict theorists, especially Marxists, argue that culture is shaped
by a society’s system of economic production. Social-conflict the-
ory, then, is rooted in the philosophical doctrine of materialism,
which holds that a society’s system of material production (such as
our own capitalist economy) has a powerful effect on the rest of the
culture. This materialist approach contrasts with the idealistic lean-
ings of structural-functionalism.

Social-conflict analysis ties our society’s cultural values of com-
petitiveness and material success to our country’s capitalist econ-
omy, which serves the interests of the nation’s wealthy elite. The
culture of capitalism teaches us to think that rich and powerful peo-
ple work harder or longer than others and that they therefore deserve
their wealth and privileges. It also encourages us to view capitalism
as somehow “natural,” discouraging us from trying to reduce eco-
nomic inequality.

Eventually, however, the strains of inequality erupt into move-
ments for social change. Two examples are the civil rights movement
and the women’s movement. Both sought greater equality, and both
encountered opposition from defenders of the status quo.

Culture
Structural-Functional
Approach

Social-Conflict
Approach

Sociobiology
Approach

What is the level of analysis? Macro-level Macro-level Macro-level

What is culture? Culture is a system of behavior by
which members of societies
cooperate to meet their needs.

Culture is a system that benefits some
people and disadvantages others.

Culture is a system of behavior that
is partly shaped by human biology.

What is the foundation 
of culture?

Cultural patterns are rooted in a
society’s core values and beliefs.

Cultural patterns are rooted in a society’s
system of economic production.

Cultural patterns are rooted in
humanity’s biological evolution.

What core questions does the
approach ask?

How does a cultural pattern help
society operate?

How does a cultural pattern benefit some
people and harm others?

How does a cultural pattern help a
species adapt to its environment?

What cultural patterns are found in
all societies?

How does a cultural pattern support
social inequality?

h APPLYING THEORY h

MAKING THE GRADE
Because multiculturalism supports greater social equality for
people of various cultural backgrounds, this theory falls within
sociology’s social-conflict approach.
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CRITICAL REVIEW The social-conflict approach sug-
gests that cultural systems do not address human needs equally,
allowing some people to dominate others. This inequality in turn
generates pressure toward change.

Yet by stressing the divisiveness of culture, this approach
understates ways in which cultural patterns integrate members of
a society. Thus we should consider both social-conflict and struc-
tural-functional insights for a fuller understanding of culture.

CHECK YOUR LEARNING How might a social-conflict
analysis of college fraternities and sororities differ from a
structural-functional analysis?

Evolution and Culture: Sociobiology
We know that culture is a human creation, but does human biology
influence how this process unfolds? A third theoretical approach, stand-
ing with one leg in biology and the other in sociology, is sociobiology,
a theoretical approach that explores ways in which human biology affects
how we create culture.

Sociobiology rests on the theory of evolution
proposed by Charles Darwin in his book On the
Origin of Species (1859). Darwin asserted that liv-
ing organisms change over long periods of time as
a result of natural selection, a matter of four simple
principles. First, all living things live to reproduce
themselves. Second, the blueprint for reproduction
is in the genes, the basic units of life that carry traits
of one generation into the next. Third, some ran-
dom variation in genes allows each species to “try
out” new life patterns in a particular environment.
This variation enables some organisms to survive
better than others and to pass on their advantageous
genes to their offspring. Fourth and finally, over
thousands of generations, the genes that promote
reproduction survive and become dominant. In this
way, as biologists say, a species adapts to its envi-
ronment, and dominant traits emerge as the
“nature” of the organism.

Sociobiologists claim that the large number
of cultural universals reflects the fact that all
humans are members of a single biological species.
It is our common biology that underlies, for exam-
ple, the apparently universal “double standard” of
sexual behavior. As the sex researcher Alfred Kin-
sey put it, “Among all people everywhere in the

world, the male is more likely than the female to desire sex with a
variety of partners” (quoted in Barash, 1981:49). But why?

We all know that children result from joining a woman’s egg
with a man’s sperm. But the biological significance of a single sperm
is very different from that of a single egg. For healthy men, sperm
is a “renewable resource” produced by the testes throughout most
of the life course. A man releases hundreds of millions of sperm in
a single ejaculation—technically, enough to fertilize every woman
in North America (Barash, 1981:47). A newborn girl’s ovaries, how-
ever, contain her entire lifetime supply of follicles, or immature
eggs. A woman releases a single egg cell from the ovaries each
month. So although men are biologically capable of fathering thou-
sands of offspring, a woman is able to bear only a relatively small
number of children.

Given this biological difference, men reproduce their genes
most efficiently by being promiscuous—readily engaging in sex.
But women look at reproduction differently. Each of a woman’s
pregnancies demands that she carry the child, give birth, and 

Using an evolutionary perspective, sociobiologists explain that different reproductive strategies
give rise to a double standard: Men treat women as sexual objects more than women treat
men that way. While this may be so, many sociologists counter that behavior such as that
shown in Ruth Orkin’s photograph American Girl in Italy is more correctly understood as
resulting from a culture of male domination.
Copyright © 1952, 1980 Ruth Orkin.

sociobiology a theoretical approach that explores ways in which human
biology affects how we create culture

MAKING THE GRADE
Theories dealing with how biology affects human behavior do
not have wide support in sociology. Sociobiology is a theory—
supported by some sociologists, not by others—that has one
foot in biology and the other in sociology.
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provide care for some time afterward. Efficient reproduction on
the part of the woman therefore depends on selecting a man whose
qualities (beginning with the likelihood that he will simply stay
around) will contribute to her child’s survival and, later, successful
reproduction.

The double standard certainly involves more than biology and is
tangled up with the historical domination of women by men. But
sociobiology suggests that this cultural pattern, like many others, has
an underlying “bio-logic.” Simply put, the double standard exists
around the world because women and men everywhere tend toward
distinctive reproductive strategies.

CRITICAL REVIEW Sociobiology has generated intrigu-
ing insights into the biological roots of some cultural patterns.
But this approach remains controversial for two reasons.

First, some critics fear that sociobiology may revive the
biological arguments of a century ago that claimed the supe-
riority of one race or sex. But defenders counter that sociobi-
ology rejects the past pseudoscience of racial and gender

superiority. In fact, they say, sociobiology unites all humanity
because all people share a single evolutionary history. Socio-
biology does assert that men and women differ biologically in
some ways that culture cannot easily overcome. But far from
claiming that males are somehow more important than females,
sociobiology emphasizes that both sexes are vital to human
reproduction and survival.

Second, say the critics, sociobiologists have little evidence
to support their theories. Research to date suggests that bio-
logical forces do not determine human behavior in any rigid
sense. Rather, humans learn behavior within a culture. The con-
tribution of sociobiology, then, lies in explaining why some cul-
tural patterns are more common and seem easier to learn than
others (Barash, 1981).

CHECK YOUR LEARNING Using the sociobiology
approach, explain why some cultural patterns, such as sibling rivalry
(the fact that children in the same family often compete and even
fight with each other), are widespread.

THINKING
GLOBALLY

The United States and Canada:
Are They Culturally Different?

The United States and Canada are two of the
largest high-income nations in the world, and
they share a common border of about 4,000
miles. But do the United States and Canada
share the same culture?

One important point to make right away is
that both nations are multicultural. Not only do
both countries have hundreds of Native Ameri-
can societies, but immigration has brought peo-
ple from all over the world to both the United
States and Canada. In both countries, most
early immigrants came from Europe, but in
recent years, most immigrants have come from
nations in Asia and Latin America. The Canadian
city of Vancouver, for example, has a Chinese
community about the same size as the Latino
community in Los Angeles.

Canada differs from the United States in one
important respect—historically, Canada has had
two dominant cultures: French (about 25 percent
of the population) and British (roughly 40 per-
cent). People of French ancestry are a large

majority in the province of Quebec (where French
is the official language) and a large minority in
New Brunswick (which is officially bilingual).

Are the dominant values of Canada much
the same as those we have described for the
United States? Seymour Martin Lipset (1985)
finds that they differ to some degree. The United
States declared its independence from Great
Britain in 1776; Canada did not formally sepa-
rate from Great Britain until 1982, and the British
monarch is still Canada’s official head of state.
Thus, Lipset continues, the dominant culture of
Canada lies between the culture of the United
States and that of Great Britain.

The culture of the United States is more
individualistic, and Canada’s is more collective.
In the United States, individualism is seen in the
historical importance of the cowboy, a self-suf-
ficient loner, and even outlaws such as Jesse
James and Billy the Kid are regarded as heroes
because they challenged authority. In Canada, it
is the Mountie—Canada’s well-known police

officer on horseback—who is looked on with
great respect. Canada’s greater emphasis on
collective life is also evident in stronger unions:
Canadian workers are almost three times as
likely to be members of a union as workers in
the United States (Steyn, 2008).

Politically, people in the United States tend to
think that individuals ought to do things for them-
selves. In Canada, much as in Great Britain, there
is a strong sense that government should look
after the interests of everyone. The U.S. Constitu-
tion emphasizes the importance of “life, liberty,
and the pursuit of happiness” (words that place
importance on the individual), while Canadian
society is based on “peace, order, and good gov-
ernment” (words that place importance on the
government) (Steyn, 2008). One clear result of this
difference today is that Canada has a much
broader social welfare system (including universal
health care) than the United States (the only high-
income nation without such a program). It also
helps explain the fact that about one-third of all

Our society tends to pay little attention to countries with
which we share borders. Is this an example of ethnocentrism?
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The people who members of a society celebrate as heroic are a good indication of that
society’s cultural values. In the United States, outlaws such as Jesse James (and, later,
Bonnie and Clyde) were regarded as heroes because they represented the individual
standing strong against authority. In Canada, by contrast, people have always looked up
to the Mountie, who symbolizes society’s authority over the individual.

households in the United States own one or more
guns, and the idea that individuals are entitled to
own a gun, although controversial, is widespread.
In Canada, by contrast, few households have a
gun, and the government restricts gun ownership,
as in Great Britain.

WHAT DO YOU THINK?

1. Why do you think some Canadians feel that
their way of life is overshadowed by that of
the United States?

2. Ask your friends to name the capital city of
Canada (the correct answer is Ottawa, in the
province of Ontario). Are you surprised by
how few know the answer? Why or why not?

3. Why do many people in the United States not
know very much about either Canada or
Mexico, countries with which we share long
borders?

Because any analysis of culture requires a broad focus on the work-
ings of society, the three approaches discussed in this chapter are macro-
level in scope. The symbolic-interaction approach, with its micro-level
focus on people’s behavior in specific situations, will be explored in
Chapter 4 (“Social Interaction in Everyday Life”).

Culture and 
Human Freedom
This entire chapter leads us to ask an important question: To what extent
are human beings, as cultural creatures, free? Does culture bind us to
each other and to the past? Or does it enhance our capacity for individ-
ual thought and independent choice?

As symbolic creatures, humans cannot live without culture. But the
capacity for culture does have some drawbacks.We may be the only ani-
mals who name ourselves, but living in a symbolic world means that we
are also the only creatures who experience alienation. In addition, culture
is largely a matter of habit, which limits our choices and drives us to

repeat troubling patterns, such as racial prejudice and gender discrimi-
nation, in each new generation.

Our society’s emphasis on personal achievement urges us toward
excellence, yet this same competitive behavior also isolates us from
one another. Material things comfort us in some ways but divert us
from the security and satisfaction that come from close relationships
and spiritual strength.

For better and worse, human beings are cultural creatures, just
as ants and bees are prisoners of their biology. But there is a cru-
cial difference. Biological instincts create a ready-made world; cul-
ture forces us to choose as we make and remake a world for
ourselves. No better evidence of this freedom exists than the cul-
tural diversity of our own society and the even greater human diver-
sity around the world.

Learning about this cultural diversity is one goal shared by soci-
ologists. The Thinking Globally box offers some contrasts between the
cultures of the United States and Canada. Wherever we may live,
the better we understand the workings of the surrounding culture, the
better prepared we will be to use the freedom it offers us.



Another longtime superhero important to our culture is
Spiderman. In all three Spiderman movies, Peter Parker (who
transforms into Spiderman when he confronts evil) is secretly
in love with Mary Jane Watson, but—in true superhero style—
he does not allow himself to follow his heart.

Buffy, the Vampire Slayer, a more recent star of
television, film, comic books, and video games,
is a rare example of a woman playing a super-
hero character.

Superman first appeared in an Action Comic

book in 1938, as the United States struggled

to climb out of economic depression and

faced the rising danger of war. Since then,

Superman has been featured in a television

show as well as in a string of Hollywood

films. One trait of most superheroes is

that they have a secret identity; in this case,

Superman's everyday identity is "mild-

mannered news reporter” Clark Kent.

HINT: Superman (as well as Spiderman and Buffy) defines our society as good; after all, Superman
fights for "truth, justice, and the American way." Many superheroes have stories that draw on great
people in our cultural history, including religious figures such as Moses and Jesus: They have mys-
terious origins (we never really know their true families), they are "tested" through great moral
challenges, and they finally succeed in overcoming all obstacles. (Today’s superheroes, however, are
likely to win the day using force and often violence.) Having a "secret identity" means superheroes
can lead ordinary lives (and means we ordinary people can imagine being superheroes). But to keep
their focus on fighting evil, superheroes must place their work ahead of any romantic interests ("Work
comes first!"). Buffy also illustrates the special challenge to “do it all” faced by women in our society:
Constantly called on to fight evil, she still must make time for her studies as well as her friends.

1. What traits define  popular culture "heroes" such as Clint Eastwood’s
film character "Dirty Harry," Sylvester Stallone's film characters
"Rocky" as well as "Rambo," and Arnold Schwarzenegger's character
"the Terminator"?

2. New words are created all the time. Describe what was going on in
the United States that helps explain the creation of the following new

words (Herzog, 2004): sweatshop (1892), motel (1925), supermarket
(1933), teenager (1938), workaholic (1971), couch potato (1976),
and soccer mom (1996).

3. What are the cultural lessons of popular children's activities such as
spelling bees, or games like "King of the Mountain," "Tag," and
"Keep Away"?

WHAT CLUES DO WE HAVE TO A SOCIETY'S CULTURAL VALUES? The values of
any society—that is, what that society thinks is important—are reflected in various aspects
of everyday life, including the things people have and the ways they behave. An interesting way
to "read" our own culture's values is to look at the "superheroes" that we celebrate. Take a look
at the characters in the three photos below and, in each case, describe what makes the charac-
ter special and what each character represents in cultural terms.

Applying SOCIOLOGY in Everyday Life

66
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CHAPTER 2 Culture

culture (p. 40) the ways of thinking, the ways of
acting, and the material objects that together form a
people’s way of life

society (p. 42) people who interact in a defined
territory and share a culture

culture shock (p. 42) personal disorientation when
experiencing an unfamiliar way of life

symbol (p. 44) anything that carries a particular
meaning recognized by people who share a culture

language (p. 46) a system of symbols that allows
people to communicate with one another

cultural transmission (p. 46) the process by which
one generation passes culture to the next

Sapir-Whorf thesis (p. 46) the idea that people see
and understand the world through the cultural lens of
language

values (p. 46) culturally defined standards that people
use to decide what is desirable, good, and beautiful
and that serve as broad guidelines for social living

beliefs (p. 46) specific ideas that people hold to be
true

norms (p. 49) rules and expectations by which a
society guides the behavior of its members

mores (p. 49) norms that are widely observed and
have great moral significance

folkways (p. 49) norms for routine or casual
interaction

Technology and Culture technology (p. 50) knowledge that people use to
make a way of life in their surroundings

hunting and gathering (p. 50) the use of simple
tools to hunt animals and gather vegetation for food

horticulture (p. 50) the use of hand tools to 
raise crops

pastoralism (p. 51) the domestication of animals

agriculture (p. 51) large-scale cultivation using
plows harnessed to animals or more powerful energy
sources

industry (p. 51) the production of goods using
advanced sources of energy to drive large machinery

postindustrialism (p. 52) the production of
information using computer technology

Culture is a WAY OF LIFE.

• Culture is shared by
members of a society.

• Culture shapes how we act,
think, and feel.

• We experience CULTURE SHOCK when we enter an unfamiliar culture and are not able to “read” meaning in
our new surroundings.

• We create culture shock for others when we act in ways they do not understand.

Culture is a HUMAN TRAIT.

• Although several species
display a limited capacity for
culture, only human beings
rely on culture for survival.

Culture is a PRODUCT OF
EVOLUTION.

• As the human brain evolved,
culture replaced biological
instincts as our species’
primary strategy for survival.pp. 40–42 p. 42

pp. 42–44

What Is Culture?

… Approximately 200 different cultures exist in the United States. Worldwide, there are roughly 7,000 different
cultures (p. 44).

Culture relies on SYMBOLS in the form of words,
gestures, and actions to express meaning.

LANGUAGE is the symbolic system by which one
generation transmits culture to the next.

VALUES are abstract standards of what ought to be
(for example, equality of opportunity).

BELIEFS are specific statements that people who
share a culture hold to be true (for example, “A
qualified woman could be elected president”).

pp. 44–45 p. 46

NORMS, which guide human behavior, are of two
types:

• mores (for example, sexual taboos), which have
great moral significance 

• folkways (for example, greetings or dining
etiquette), which are matters of everyday
politeness

pp. 46–49

… Values and norms (standards for how we should behave) reflect ideal culture, which differs from real culture
(what actually occurs in everyday life) (p. 50).

pp. 49–50

Culture is shaped by TECHNOLOGY. We understand technological
development in terms of stages of SOCIOCULTURAL EVOLUTION:

• hunting and gathering 

• horticulture and pastoralism

• agriculture

• industry

• postindustrial information technology 

pp. 50–52 

pp. 44–45 

The Elements of Culture

… Members of societies that possess sophisticated technology should be careful not to judge cultures with
simpler technology as inferior (p. 52).
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high culture (p. 53) cultural patterns that distinguish
a society’s elite

popular culture (p. 53) cultural patterns that are
widespread among a society’s population

subculture (p. 53) cultural patterns that set apart
some segment of a society’s population

multiculturalism (p. 54) a perspective recognizing
the cultural diversity of the United States and
promoting equal standing for all cultural traditions

Eurocentrism (p. 54) the dominance of European
(especially English) cultural patterns

Afrocentrism (p. 55) emphasizing and promoting
African cultural patterns

counterculture (p. 55) cultural patterns that strongly
oppose those widely accepted within a society

cultural integration (p. 56) the close relationships
among various elements of a cultural system

cultural lag (p. 56) the fact that some cultural
elements change more quickly than others,
disrupting a cultural system

ethnocentrism (p. 57) the practice of judging
another culture by the standards of one’s own culture

cultural relativism (p. 57) the practice of judging a
culture by its own standards

Theoretical Analysis of Culture

… Global cultural patterns result from the worldwide flow of goods, information, and people (pp. 60–61).

See the Applying Theory table on page 62.

cultural universals (p. 61) traits that are part of
every known culture

sociobiology (p. 63) a theoretical approach that
explores ways in which human biology affects how
we create culture

Cultural Diversity

Culture and Human Freedom

• Culture can limit the choices we make.

• As cultural creatures, we have the capacity to shape and reshape our world to meet our needs and pursue 
our dreams.

The STRUCTURAL-
FUNCTIONAL APPROACH
views culture as a relatively
stable system built on core
values. All cultural patterns play
some part in the ongoing
operation of society.

The SOCIAL-CONFLICT
APPROACH sees culture as a
dynamic arena of inequality and
conflict. Cultural patterns benefit
some categories of people more
than others.

SOCIOBIOLOGY explores how
the long history of evolution has
shaped patterns of culture in
today’s world.

We live in a CULTURALLY DIVERSE SOCIETY.

• This diversity is due to our history of immigration.

• Diversity reflects regional differences.

• Diversity reflects differences in social class that
set off high culture (available only to elites) from
popular culture (available to average people).

A number of values are central to our way of life.
But CULTURAL PATTERNS are not the same
throughout our society.

• Subculture is based on differences in interests
as well as life experiences.

• Multiculturalism is an effort to enhance
appreciation of cultural diversity.

• Counterculture is strongly at odds with
conventional ways of life.

pp. 52–53 

pp. 53–55 

CULTURAL CHANGE results from 

• invention (examples include the telephone
and the computer)

• discovery (for example, the recognition that
women are capable of political leadership)

• diffusion (for example, the growing popularity of
various ethnic foods and musical styles)

CULTURAL LAG results when some parts of a
cultural system change faster than others.

How do we understand cultural differences?

• ETHNOCENTRISM links people to their society
but can cause misunderstanding and conflict
between societies.

• CULTURAL RELATIVISM is increasingly important
as people of the world come into more and more
contact with each other.

pp. 56–57

pp. 57–60 

pp. 61–62 
pp. 62–63 

p. 65 

pp. 63–64 
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Sample Test Questions
These questions are similar to those found in the test bank that accom-
panies this textbook.

Multiple-Choice Questions

1. Of all the world’s countries, the United States is the most
a. multicultural.

b. culturally uniform.

c. slowly changing.

d. resistant to cultural diversity.

2. Ideas created by members of a society are part of
a. high culture.

b. material culture.

c. norms.

d. nonmaterial culture.

3. Sociologists define a symbol as
a. any gesture that divides a population.

b. any element of material culture.

c. anything that has meaning to people who share a culture.

d. any pattern that causes culture shock.

4. U.S. culture holds a strong belief in
a. the traditions of the past.

b. individuality.

c. equality of condition for all.

d. All of the above are correct.

5. Cheating on a final examination is an example of violating campus
a. folkways.

b. symbols.

c. mores.

d. high culture.

6. Which of the following is a description of ethnocentrism?
a. taking pride in your ethnicity

b. judging another culture using the standards of your own culture

c. seeing another culture as better than your own

d. judging another culture by its own standards

7. Subculture refers to
a. a part of the population lacking culture.

b. elements of popular culture.

c. people who embrace high culture.

d. cultural patterns that set apart a segment of a society’s population.

8. Which region of the United States has the largest share of people
who speak a language other than English at home?
a. the Southwest

b. the Northeast

c. the Northwest

d. the South

9. In human history, the “dawn of civilization” took place with the
development of
a. hunting and gathering.

b. pastoralism.

c. industry.

d. agriculture.

10. Which theoretical approach focuses on the link between culture
and social inequality?
a. the structural-functional approach

b. the social-conflict approach

c. the symbolic-interaction approach

d. the sociobiology approach

69

ANSWERS:1(a);2(d);3(c);4(b);5(c);6(b);7(d);8(a);9(d);10(b).

Essay Questions
1. In the United States, hot dogs, hamburgers, French fries, and ice

cream have long been considered national favorites. What cultural
patterns help explain the love of these kinds of foods?

2. From what you have learned in this chapter, do you think that a
global culture is emerging? Do you think the idea of global culture
is positive or negative? Explain your answer.


