
Culture Scoiology

SYMBOLS

Culture was defined earlier as the symbols, language, beliefs, values, and artifacts 

that are part of any society. As this definition suggests, there are two basic 

components of culture: ideas and symbols on the one hand and artifacts (material 

objects) on the other. The first type, called nonmaterial culture, includes the values, 

beliefs, symbols, and language that define a society. The second type, called material 

culture, includes all the society’s physical objects, such as its tools and technology, 

clothing, eating utensils, and means of transportation. These elements of culture are 

discussed next.

Let’s look at nonverbal symbols first. A common one is shaking hands, which is done 

in some societies but not in others. It commonly conveys friendship and is used as a 

sign of both greeting and departure. Probably all societies have nonverbal symbols 

we call gestures, movements of the hands, arms, or other parts of the body that are 

meant to convey certain ideas or emotions. However, the same gesture can mean one 

thing in one society and something quite different in another society. In the United 

States, for example, if we nod our head up and down, we mean yes, and if we shake it

back and forth, we mean no. In Bulgaria, however, nodding means no, while shaking 

our head back and forth means yes! In the United States, if we make an “O” by 

putting our thumb and forefinger together, we mean “OK,” but the same gesture in 



certain parts of Europe signifies an obscenity. “Thumbs up” in the United States 

means “great” or “wonderful,” but in Australia it means the same thing as extending 

the middle finger in the United States. Certain parts of the Middle East and Asia 

would be offended if they saw you using your left hand to eat, because they use their 

left hand for bathroom hygiene.

LANGUAGE 

Perhaps our most important set of symbols is language. In English, the 

word chair means something we sit on. In Spanish, the word silla means the same 

thing. As long as we agree how to interpret these words, a shared language and thus 

society are possible. By the same token, differences in languages can make it quite 

difficult to communicate. For example, imagine you are in a foreign country where 

you do not know the language and the country’s citizens do not know yours. Worse 

yet, you forgot to bring your dictionary that translates their language into yours, and 

vice versa, and your iPhone battery has died. You become lost. How will you get 

help? What will you do? Is there any way to communicate your plight?

As this scenario suggests, language is crucial to communication and thus to any 

society’s culture. Children learn language from their culture just as they learn about 

shaking hands, about gestures, and about the significance of the flag and other 

symbols. Humans have a capacity for language that no other animal species 



possesses. Our capacity for language in turn helps make our complex culture 

possible.

NORMS

Cultures differ widely in their norms, or standards and expectations for behaving. We 

already saw that the nature of drunken behavior depends on society’s expectations of 

how people should behave when drunk. Norms of drunken behavior influence how 

we behave when we drink too much.

Norms are often divided into two types, formal norms and informal norms. Formal 

norms, also called mores (MOOR-ayz) and laws, refer to the standards of behavior 

considered the most important in any society. Examples in the United States include 

traffic laws, criminal codes, and, in a college context, student behavior codes 

addressing such things as cheating and hate speech. Informal norms, also 

called folkways and customs, refer to standards of behavior that are considered less 

important but still influence how we behave. Table manners are a common example 

of informal norms, as are such everyday behaviors as how we interact with a cashier 

and how we ride in an elevator.


