Chapter 3
What is Culture?

Culture - the entire way of life of a group of people.  It forms the basic beliefs and assumptions about the world and the way things work and defines the moral parameters of what is right and wrong.  Culture exists in all societies - even though it might not be the same.  It helps us be successful as a species.  It is actually learned, but we are unaware of learning it because it is so gradual.  As a result it becomes ingrained and taken for granted.

How has it been studied?

Theologians and philosophers might look at the morals and values of a culture.

Anthropologists look at smaller societies outside of the U.S.

Sociologists generally look at the culture they belong to.  Sometimes they practice what is referred to as "othering" by studying the unusual, extraordinary, or deviant in cultural groups.

Ethnocentrism and Cultural relativism

Culture can act as a lens to explore the world.  Often times, we can't see our own culture because it is too close but looking at other cultures helps us see ours for what it really is.  Tell students the story of the Nacirema on pg 98 99.  This story is so powerful because it reminds us that we need to really see what we find most familiar.

A problem with studying culture is the belief that ours is always better. This is the concept of ethnocentrism.  We forget that culture is something learned so one is not necessarily better than any other.  So to accurately look at other cultures we must try to forget our ethnocentric views.  We use the ideas of culture shock, the beginner's mind and sociological imagination to help us with that.  Along with those, we use cultural relativism - which means seeing each culture as different and nothing more.  This helps us place different values, beliefs, norms and practices within their own cultural context.  This allows us to see others without judgment and so we can appreciate their ways of life.

Components of Culture
There are two major categories that culture can be broken down into.  Material Culture and Symbolic Culture.

Material Culture - this is any physical object that we give social meaning to.  When we look at material culture it’s like an archeological dig, but we are looking at the present not the past.

Symbolic Culture - this is nonmaterial that reflects the ideas and beliefs of a group of people.  Things like customs and rules, or the idea of democracy, marriage, even forms of communication.

Communication - this is one of the most important aspects of symbolic culture. 

Signs or symbols whether it being a traffic signal or a price tags all convey some kind of information.  Although letters and numbers are the most common form of signs there are others such as for a bathroom or elevator.

Gestures - signs that we make with our body. Sometimes they are referred to as body language or non verbal communication.  Very few are innate and most must be learned.  For example the thumbs up in the U.S. is an insult in some Asian countries.

Language - it is unique to each culture, but all humans use it.  It allows us to communicate, convey abstract concepts and to pass the culture on from one generation to the next.

Some believe that language shapes our language and our perception.  In the 30's two anthropologists studied the Hopi Indians.  They had no word for past, present or future so they did not see or experience time in the same way as those that language provide such words.  This is known as the Sapir Whorf hypothesis.  This states that language actually structures thoughts.

Social memory - use language to construct an understanding of their heritage.  IN places like the U.S. where there are many different types of languages, there are many differences in perceptual realities. Think about how you classify the different people in the school - jocks, nerds, thugs, etc. Does it change how you view the students?
Values Norms and Sanctions  these are examples of symbolic culture in action.

Values - the set of shared beliefs about what a group of people consider to be worthwhile or desirable in life.  Structural Functionalist stress the importance of shared values and their role in regulating the behavior of society's members.  But not everyone agrees on which values should represent a country or society. For example loyalty to a your company used to be very important, but now people realize they can be let go at any time and so no longer feel any type of obligation.

Norms - the rules and guidelines regarding what kinds of behavior are acceptable. They come directly out of a culture's value system.  They are mostly agreed upon by a social group. Some are written down in the form of laws and are formal norms.  Others are informal or implicit and unspoken.  They are so much a part of life that we often don't know they exist until they are broken.
Norms can be broken down into three categories

Folkways - ordinary conventions of everyday life and are not strictly enforced - dress, rules of etiquette.  If you don't conform you are usually thought of as eccentric not dangerous.

Mores - have more of a moral significance.  They are more closely related tot he core values of the culture.  Breaking them comes with consequences. Some examples are theft, rape and murder.

Taboos - a type of more that is the most powerful of all norms.  Our sense of what is taboo is so ingrained that they very thought of a taboo act - such as cannibalism or incest evokes strong feelings of disgust.

Norms are specific to the culture, time period and situation.

Sanctions are a means of enforcing the norms.  They include both rewards for conformity and punishments for violations. 


Positive sanctions express approval and may come in the form of a handshake or a smile. 


Negative sanction express disapproval and may come in the form of a frown, harsh words, or a fine or incarceration.

Sanctions help with social control from a functionalist perspective.  They make sure that people act in the right way and so there is social cohesion.  Sanctions aren't the only things that help with social order. So does the process of socialization in which people internalize norms? Think of the slogan friends don't let friends drive drunk.  IT is more than just a government slogan, but people have taken it personally.  When we have internalized norms the outside sanctions are no longer needed to make us do the right thing.  So sometimes social control often looks like self control.

Variations in Culture

Not all cultures are identical and there are many variations from one culture to the next.

The American culture is hard to identify because of cultural diversity and multiculturalism.

Multiculturalism - describes a policy that involves honoring the diverse racial, ethnic, national, and linguistic backgrounds of various individuals and groups.

Culture is generally applied to a large group, however, there are many subgroups that each has their own unique aspects and they are not equal.  The mainstream is the dominant culture while the others are seen as alternative or minority views.  The dominant culture may mean that the other ways of doing things are relegated to second class status.  The dominant culture can produce cultural hegemony or dominance.

Give the kids an example of music - what is the dominant culture in music.  The majority of radio stations are prescribed.  Only on some college formats can you hear truly new or alternative artists.

Subcultures

They should not be overlooked.  They are a culture within a culture.

Counterculture - this is different than a subculture in that its norms and values are often incompatible with or in direct opposition of the mainstream.  Some are trying to bring about social changes; others are just resisting mainstream values by living outside of society or practicing alternative lifestyles.  Any group that is in opposition to the dominant culture can be considered a counterculture.  One of the most known today are militia groups. They have separated themselves from the U.S. believing they are not subject to the same laws and regulations.

Culture Wars

Problems don't always come from the extremes, but sometimes from within the mainstream as well.  Culture wars is the term used to describe such fights over the norms and values that should be upheld.  Often times these are fought through the media.  Murphy Brown and Dan Quayle, issues over Janet Jackson's breast baring.

Ideal vs. Real Culture
Some values are more aspired than realistic and this is known as ideal culture.  These are the norms and values that we think should be observed versus real culture which is the patterns of behavior that really exist.  Often times what we believe in is very different than how we act.

High Low and Popular Culture

Popular culture is often mass culture

High culture - forms associated with the elite or dominant classes.

However when you look at music you can see how the two have been combined.

The distinctions between high and popular culture are based on the characteristics of their audiences.  Those with similar artistic, recreational and intellectual interests are known as taste publics. They aren't necessarily organized but they inhabit the same taste cultures – which are areas of culture that share similar esthetics and standards of taste.  Without even thinking, we belong to a number of taste publics and taste cultures. To some degree our own unique perspective is actually predetermined by our age, race, class, and education levels.
Polysemy, Audiences, and Fans

Polysemy is used to describe how any cultural product is subject to multiple interpretations and hence has many possible meanings.  Polysemy helps us understand how one person can love a movie and another hate it.  Meaning is not given, but is made individually and together as audiences and consumers of culture.  One way that we can make meaning together is by being part of an interpretive community, a group specifically dedicated to the consumption and interpretation of a particular cultural product. An example of this would be watching a TV. Show together with friends. As you watch you discuss what happens. You might even visit the website to interact with other fans.  When you miss an episode and you ask your friends to catch you up. That’s all being part of an interpretive community.

Many of us consider this stuff trivial – watching soap opera, reading comic books, but if it gives us pleasure, it might have more meaning than we think.

The Business of Culture

The art world is a group that is composed of everyone involved in the creation, distribution, and consumption of any cultural product.  Think of all the people behind the scenes and in front that helped make Elvis Elvis. The people that packaged his records, listened to his music, and went to his concerts are all apart of his art world.
Cultural Change

Cultural Change

Generally cultures changes gradually and incrementally, although there are times that it can be rapid and dramatic.

Material culture is one of the most significant influences on any society.  Most changes in material culture relate to technology.  Technology does not always refer to something hi tech or digital – it just material artifacts and the knowledge and techniques to be able to use them.

New technology often provides the basis and structure through which culture is disseminated.  Right now we are living in the digital or information age.  This is all spurred by the creation of the microchip and as a result radical changes are taking place.

One of the most prominent features of this new age is the spread of mass media.  TV was not commonplace until the 1950s and the internet not until the late 1990s.  Some postmodern theorist worry that this new technology is creating a disconnect between old social values and new cultural ideas (hard work versus consumerism).  Some think it is the greatest influence on society today – this is known as technological determinism.  As a result, mass communication is defining who we become, how we think, feel and at in the world.  According to some it is not the content that is changing us, but the format or medium that it is being delivered.  We are constantly connected, but this can distort our reality.

Cultural diffusion and cultural leveling

Cultural diffusion is when one group shares their material and non material culture with each other.  For example as McDonald’s spread to Japan, it was not just the amount of fast food that spread – but so did the amount of obesity, heart disease, and stroke risks.  There is not definitive cause and effect – but sharing odes carry cultural consequences. This normally takes place from more developed to less developed – Look at Western Culture and how it has spread to the rest of the world through capitalism and globalization.

Cultural leveling occurs when cultures that were once distinct become increasingly similar to one another.  Think about the spread of Wal mart and the big box stores and the demise of the mom and pop stores.  As cultures blend new mixes emerge. This can be a good blend of east and west or a blandness of sameness.  Although this generally happens in one direction it does not always have to flow that way.

Cultural Imperialism

With the advent of the technology and the internet, there is a spread of our mass media. Think of game shows around the world.  Although many think this is not a bad thing, it also spreads our culture.  So we might not be only selling entertainment around the world, but American culture and values as well. This can become a conflict when it contradicts or interferes with the values and norms of a particular culture.  Some think this is known as cultural imperialism.  They think the media is an invading force that enters a country and takes it over.  As a result some forbid or restrict the flow of Western media.

American Culture in Perspective

As our media is being shared so our morals and political values.  For us that doesn’t seem like a bad idea it is just entertainment, but in many countries watching an episode of Friends and what it represents is unrealistic for their society.  Men and women live with their parents until married.  These values even if they are created by Hollywood are deemed as real and can cause anti American feelings.  The same thing is true with politics.  Why is it o.k. for us to develop nuclear weapons but not countries such as Iran or Pakistan?  Many Anti American feelings come from the perception that we are failing to live up to our own political values and ideals or to apply them fairly to others.

When we put American culture into perspective we have to recognize that it is pervasive and may be viewed with suspicion by others and even contempt for the values that are portrayed.

