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Chapter 1  The Definition of Culture

Chapter 1 The Definition of Culture

with Emphasis on Non-Material Components of Culture: Beliefs ,
Values , Norms and Mores

(Notes: Many good reasons exist for a trip to leam and study American
culture to set out from familiarizing ourselves with what culture is as most
of us Chinese college students, both undergraduates and postgraduates,
are less aware of the definition of culture which has kept hindering them
from understanding other cultures well and our own culture. H. Ning.)

Reading 1

What is Culture?

Eight essential sociological principles are significant to understand
culture.

Principle 1: Culture consists of material and non-material compo-
nents.

Material culture. In sociological terms, material culture is com-
posed of all the objects or physical substances available to the people of a
society. Examples of such objects include the telephone, the shovel, the

writing system, paper money, the computer, the microwave oven, the au-
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tomobile, and writing paper. All of these items began as resources
(plants, trees, minerals, or ores) and were converted into other forms for
a purpose — to transport people, animals, and goods; to cook food; to
make calculations; and so on. Sociologists refer to technology as the
knowledge, skills, and tools used to transform resources into forms with
specific purposes, and the skills and knowledge required to use them.

The significant features of material culture are the purpose for which
the culture is designed, the value placed on it, and the fact that some
people are unhappy without it and direct their energies toward acquiring
it. Consider the automobile, for example. It is neither good nor bad. It
all depends on the use to which it is put. It can serve doctors and pa-
tients, bank robbers, truck drivers, and kidnappers.

Along these lines, Americans, especially teenagers, define the auto-
mobile as the mechanism by which they gain independence. A student
gave the following written response to the question “Describe an event that
has affected your life in a significant way”. This response shows what

owning an automobile can mean to some young adults:

Getting my driver’s license and purchasing an automobile
is one event that has had a profound effect on my life.
Now 1 am free to do what I want when I want; I do not
have to rely on someone else to get where I want to go.
On the other hand, in order to pay for my car and related
expenses | work 32 ~ 40 hours a week. [ would not have
to work as much if T did not own a car. One reason my
car costs me so much is my insurance premiums are very
high and have become even higher because I was in an

accident.
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Nonmaterial culture. In sociological terms, nonmaterial culture
includes the intangible human creations (things that cannot be identi-
fied directly through the senses) that exert considerable influence over
people’s behavior. Four of the most important of these creations are be-
liefs, values, norms, and symbols.

Beliefs . Conceptions that people accept as true about how the world
operates and where individuals fit in it are known as beliefs.

Beliefs can be rooted in blind faith, experience, tradition, or the
scientific method. Whatever the origin, beliefs can exert powerful influ-
ences on behavior. To leamn about the connection between people’s beliefs
and behaviors, sociologists Evon Z. Vogt and John M. Roberts studied
beliefs about nature held by two groups living in Gallup, New Mexico.
One group consisted of Protestant American homesteaders from Texas.
The other group consisted of Zuni, a pueblo-dwelling group of Native
Americans. The researchers found that homesteaders see themselves as
separate from nature. They think of nature as “something to be controlled
and exploited by man for his own ends and material comfort”. The Zuni,
on the other hand, believe themselves to be neither masters nor victims of
nature, but to have an integral and essentially cooperative role in the
cosmic scheme of things.

The differing belief systems of these two groups are reflected in how
each relates to the environment, particularly in how each group responds to
droughts. The homesteaders equip themselves with tractors, practice
modem faming methods, and, when droughts occur, seed the clouds with
silver iodide. The Zuni, on the other hand, have developed a body of
knowledge about how to live in a difficult environment. In addition, they
increase their ceremonial activity during hard times. From the Zuni per-
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spective people need only do their part and the gods will do the rest. With
centuries of summer rains to testify to the soundness of this view, Zuni
[are] deeply opposed to rainmaking with airplanes and silver iodide.
Values . General and shared conceptions of what is good, right, ap-
propriate, worthwhile, and important with regard to modes of conduct (for
example, self-reliance and obedience) and states of existence (for exam-
ple, freedom of choice and equal opportunity) are known as values.
Whereas beliefs are conceptions about how the world and people in it
operate, values are conceptions about how the world and people
should be. Sociologist Robin Williams (1970) has identified nine core
values that people in the United States consider important even if they are

not always aware of :

1. equal opportunity (not equality of outcome but equal opportunity to
compete)

2. achievement (especially occupational )

3. activity (active role in manipulating the environment to achieve de-
sired ends)

4. results (what is actually achieved rather than the process of obtaining

desired results)

future outlook (as opposed to looking to the past and the present)

science (as a means of solving problems)

material comfort ( consumption and a high standard of living)

democracy (right of political participation)

survival of the fittest

O 00 3 O

We distinguish between societies not on the basis of which values are
present, but rather according to which values people in that culture
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choose, when they are in situations in which they must choose. Ameri-
cans, for example, place considerable value on the individual as an indi-
vidual; they stress personal achievement and unique style (free choice) .
In contrast, Koreans value the individual in relationship to the group
(particularly the family); they stress self-discipline and respect toward
those who are older.

In sports, for example, the value placed by Americans on the indi-
vidual is evidenced in the fact that they single out the most valuable play-
er of a game, a season, a league, or a tournament. Furthermore, when
Americans view an outstanding athletic feat, they tend to give more credit
to the individual’s talent or desire to win than to disciplined practice. In
addition, American athletes work to find the style that is right for them
and are willing to change this style if it does not bring success.

Koreans, on the other hand, do spotlight individual achievement,
but, in doing so, place considerable value on discipline, particularly on
form (that is, adhering to time-tested and efficient methods of accom-
plishing goals) . From the Korean point of view, athletic achievement does
not occur simply because a person wants to excel or because he or she
possesses raw talent. Athletic competence develops over time, after the
individual masters and appreciates the steps that combine to produce the
intended result. Compared to the American system, the Korean system
minimizes individual achievement because the achiever owes success to
the mastery of technique.

Values, we should note, transcend any particular situation. For ex-
ample, the American emphasis on individual achievement and unique
style — and the Korean emphasis on the group, form, and discipline —
are not confined to one single area of life, such as sports. As we will see
later in this chapter, these cultural values permeate many areas of life.
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Norms. All societies have guidelines that govern moral standards
and even the most routine aspects of life. Sociologists call the written and
unwritten rules that specify the behaviors appropriate to specific situations
normns. Some normms are considered more important than other norms. In
this regard, sociologist William Graham Sumner distinguished between
folkways and mores. Folkways are norms that apply to the routine mat-
ters — eating, sleeping, appearance, posture, use of appliances, and
relationships with various people, animals, and the environment.

Consider the folkways that govern how a meal typically is eaten at
Korean and American dinner tables. In Korea, diners sit at low tables
with legs crossed. They do not pass items to one another, except to small
children. Instead, they reach and stretch across one another and use their
chopsticks to lift small portions from serving bowls to individual rice
bowls or directly to their mouths. The Korean norms of table etiquette —
reaching across instead of passing, having no clear place settings, and
using the same utensils to eat and to serve — deemphasize the individual
and reinforce the greater importance of the group.

Americans follow different dining folkways. They sit in chairs at ta-
bles approximately waist high. They have individual place settings,
marked clearly by place mats or blocked off by eating utensils. It is con-
sidered impolite to reach across another person’s space and to use personal
utensils to take food from the serving bowls. Diners pass items around the
table and use special serving utensils. The fact that Americans have
clearly marked eating spaces, do not trespass into other diners’ spaces,
and use separate utensils to take food reinforces values about the impor-
tance of the individual.

Koreans and Americans even have different folkways about how they

should use resources such as notebook paper and the electricity needed to
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keep refrigerators cold. Koreans open the refrigerator door only as wide as
necessary to remove an item, blocking the opening to minimize the
amount of cold air that escapes. Americans open the refrigerator door wide
and often leave it open while they decide what they want or until they
move the desired item to a stove or countertop. As for notebook paper,
Koreans fill every possible space on a sheet of paper before throwing it
away. Sometimes they use a ruler to draw extra lines between those al-
ready on the paper in order to double the writing space. Americans will
sometimes throw away a sheet of paper with only one line of writing be-
cause they do not like what they wrote.

Mores . Mores are norms that people define as pivotal to the well-
being of the group. Obvious examples of mores are norms that prohibit
cannibalism or the unjust and deliberate taking of another person’s life.
People who violate mores usually are severely punished (imprisoned, in-
stitutionalized, or executed) ; mores are considered to be final and un-
changeable. In contrast, there is considerable tolerance toward nonconfor-
mity to a folkway, and the consequences of violating folkways are usually
minor — a disapproving stare, whispers behind one’s back, or laughter.
Thus, people can conceive of changing folkways that govern the number of
meals they eat each day, for example, but they cannot conceive of chang-
ing mores.

One way to explain differences in behavior is to point to differences
in Korean and American values and nomns. One could argue that Koreans
value conservation and Americans value consumption and that they have
devised standards of appropriate behavior that reflect these values. Yet, it
is not very satisfying simply to say that values and norms guide behavior.
We must investigate the geographical and historical circumstances that

gave rise to specific norms and values.
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Principle 2: Geographical and historical forces shape the character
of culture.

The role of geographical and historical forces. Sociologists oper-
ate under the assumption that culture is “a buffer between people and
their habitat” . That is, material and nonmaterial aspects of culture repre-
sent the solutions that people of a society have worked out over time to

meet their distinctive historical and geographical challenges:

All mankind shares a unique ability to adapt to circum-
stances and resolve the problems of survival. It was this
talent which carried successive generations of people into
the many proper places of environmental opportunity that
the world has to offer — from forest, to grassland,
desert, seashore, and icecap. And in each case, people
developed ways of life appropriate to the particular habi-
tats and circumstances they encountered.

Part of the reason that Koreans and Americans use refrigerators and
paper differently has to do with the amount of natural resources in each
country. Korea has no oil, only moderate supplies of coal, and depleted
forests. Relative to Korea, the United States possesses abundant supplies
of oil, wood, and coal. Although Koreans can import these resources,
they face pressures unknown to most people in the United States, even as
Americans come to realize that resources are dwindling. Because Koreans
depend on other nations for most resources, they are vulnerable to any

world event that might disrupt the flow of resources into their country.



