
Culture 



Discussion: 

• To what extent does our culture “blind 

us”- that is keep us from 

understanding, accepting, or learning 

from other cultures? 

oAre people who are “different” 

accepted? 

o Is intolerance accepted? 

• Why is it important to learn about 

cultural diversity? 



What is Culture? 

• Culture is the knowledge, language, values, 

customs and material objects that are passed from 

person to person and from one generation to the 

next in a human group or society. 

 

• If we look within our own country, we see that 

culture can be: 

o a stabilizing force within our own country, and it 

can provide a sense of connection. 

o A force that generates discord, conflict and 

even violence between different groups. 

 

 

 



How important is culture? 

• Needed for survival of the individual.  We rely on 

culture because we are not born with the 

knowledge we need to survive. We learn it through 

culture. 

• Needed for survival of society.  It is the “common 

denominator” that makes the actions of individuals 

intelligible to the group. 

• According to Ann Swidler, culture is a “tool kit” of 

symbols, stories, rituals, and world views which 

people use for survival.  We have no actual instincts. 



Material vs. Nonmaterial 

• Language 

• Faith 

• Values 

• Norms 

• Family Patterns 

• Political Systems 

• Etiquette 

• Roles 

• Clothing 

• Electronics 

• Tools 

• Weapons 

• Vehicles 

• Resources 

• Books 

• Instruments 

 



Material vs. Nonmaterial Culture 

Our “cultural tool box” is divided into two 

major parts: 

• Material culture consists of the physical or 

tangible creations that members of a 

society make, use, and share. 

• Non-material culture consists of abstract 

human creations of society that influence 

people‟s behaviour. 



Material vs. Nonmaterial Culture 

Choose one element of culture from the following list: 

education, dating, funeral rites, hairstyles, mealtime, 

medicine, games, weapons, art. 

 

Answer the following about your choice: 

1. What material culture products are associated with 

your topic? 

2. What examples of nonmaterial culture (formal and 

informal rules) are associated with your topic? 



Cultural Universals 

• All humans have the same basic needs, so we 
engage in similar behaviour to survive. 

• Cultural Universals are customs and practices that 
occur across all societies. 

• Anthropologist George Murdock compiled a list of 
more than 70 cultural universals. (Guesses?) 

o appearance (body adornment and hairstyles) 

o activities (dancing, sports, games, joking, visiting) 

o social institutions (family, law, and religion) 

o customary practices (folklore, gift giving, 
hospitality) 

 



Pros and Cons of Cultural Universals 

• PROS: ensure the smooth and continuous 

operation of society.  Helps us to relate to 

practices that may differ from our own. 

 

• CONS: May have been imposed by 

members of one society on members of 

another. For example, assimilation of 

aboriginals by Europeans and 

Canadians. 



Components of Culture 

All cultures have four common non-

material cultural components. They 

contribute to both harmony and 

conflict.  

1. Values 

2. Norms 

3. Symbols 

4. Language 
 



Values 

• Values are collective ideas about what is right or 

wrong, good or bad, and desirable or undesirable 

in a particular culture – they provide the criteria for 

evaluating people, objects, and events. 

• Values typically come in pairs of positive and 

negative values, such as brave or cowardly, 

hardworking or lazy.  

• We use values to justify our behaviour. 
o I value __________, which is why I ______________. 

• What are some core Canadian values? 

 



Values exercise 

1. List some of your core values. 

2. List at least 4 heroes/heroines and 1 person that 

you know personally whom you greatly admire. 

3. Create a grid with 5 values down the side, and 5 

heroes along the top. The 5th hero should be the 

person you know personally. 

 

 
Hero 1 Hero 2 Hero 3 Hero 4 Role 

Model 

Value 1 

Value 2 

Value 3 

Value 4 

Value 5 



Values exercise 

Does your grid tell you anything about your personal 

values and the people you admire? 

• Do your role models reflect your values? 

• Are there discrepancies between your role models 

and your values?  If so, why? 

 

 
Hero 1 Hero 2 Hero 3 Hero 4 Role 

Model 

Value 1 

Value 2 

Value 3 

Value 4 

Value 5 



Values 

• What is the relationship between values and human 
behaviour? 

• Sociologists stress that a gap exists between ideal 
culture and real culture in society. 

• Ideal culture refers to the values and standards of 
behaviour that people in society profess to have.  

• Real culture refers to the values and standards of 
behaviour that people actually follow. 

• For example, we may claim to be law-abiding 
citizens (ideal cultural value) but cheat on our taxes 
(real cultural behaviour). Most of us are not 
completely honest about how well we adhere to 
societal values.  



Values 

• The degree of discrepancy between ideal and real 

culture is relevant to sociologists when investigating 

social change. 

• Ex: Assisted suicide 
o Ideal: The right to life 

o Real: There are laws that limit people from choosing when to end their life, 

thus violating the “right to life”. 



Values Assignment 

Watch TV tonight.  It could be a quiz show, sitcom, drama, 

talk show, etc.   

1. At the top of the page, write the TV show that you 

watched. 

2. Write a very short plot summary of what happened 

during the episode. 

3. While watching, make a list of values that are being 

projected.  For example, you might see values such as 

competition, materialism, family, and power. 

4. Explain the manner in which each value was presented. 

5. You need a total of 5 values. 

 



Example 
TV Show Watched: The Walking Dead 

 

Summary:  In this episode Rick finds out that Shane, his best 
friend, has been having an affair with his wife…. Etc. 

 

Values Portrayed: 

1. Loyalty- Loyalty was projected as a value because the 
main character was upset when his best friend and his 
wife had an affair.  Other members in the group were 
also angry that this had happened, showing that 
disloyalty was a negative quality. 

2. Etc… 

3. Etc… 

4. Etc… 

5. Etc… 



Norms 

• Values provide ideals or beliefs about behaviour but do 

not state explicitly how we should behave. Norms, on the 

other hand, do have specific behavioural expectations.  

• Norms are established rules of behaviour or standards of 

conduct. 

o Prescriptive norms state what behaviour is acceptable. Ex: 

o Proscriptive norms state what behaviour is unacceptable.  Ex: 

 



Types of Norms 
1. Laws:  Formal norms that have been written down and 

enacted by government.  They are enforced by formal 
punishments. These are the most crucial norms, which is 
why they are formalized. Ex: 

2. Folkways: Informal norms or everyday customs that may be 
violated without serious consequences within a particular 
culture. They provide rules of conduct but are not essential 
to society‟s survival. Ex: 

3. Mores: Strongly held norms based on morality, or definitions 
of right and wrong.  They cannot be violated without 
serious disapproval or consequences. They are based on 
cultural values that are considered crucial for the well 
being of the group. Ex: 

4. Taboos: Norms so strong that their violation is considered to 
be extremely offensive and even unmentionable. A violater 
is considered unfit to live in that society. Ex: 



Consequences for Violation 

Sanctions are used to both encourage acceptable 
behaviour, and discouraged unacceptable 
behaviour. 

• Positive Sanctions: Rewards for conforming to 
norms. Ex:  

• Negative Sanctions: Punishments for violating 
norms. Ex: 

• Formal Sanctions: clearly defined rewards or 
punishments applied equally across a culture by 
specified groups or people. Ex: 

• Informal Sanctions: not clearly defined and can 
be applied by any member of a group. Ex: 

 



Deviance 

Where there are rules, there are rule breakers.  

Sociologists call the violation of a norm deviance.  The 

word deviance has taken on a negative connotation 

as someone who behaves in disgusting or immoral 

ways, but a deviant is simply someone who doesn‟t 

follow a norm. Ex: 



Symbols 

Symbols are anything that meaningfully represents 
something else. 

• Culture could not exist without symbols because 
there would be no shared meanings among 
people. 

• They help to communicate abstract ideas such as 
love or patriotism because they express abstract 
concepts with visible objects. 

• However, different interpretations of symbols 
between cultures may complicate communication. 
o Ex: The colour white used for weddings in come cultures 

and funerals in others 

 



Symbols 

• Symbols can evoke feelings. (Flag, Swastika, a 

couple‟s “song”) 

• Gestures are a symbolic form of communication. 

• Emoticons are a new form of symbols that exist in 

our technology based world. 
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Symbols 

• Symbols can affect our thoughts about class. 
o How a person is dressed, or the kind of car they drive.  

• Symbols can affect our thoughts about gender. The 

color of clothing has different symbolic meaning for 

females and males.   

• In a study, it was found that over 90% of the infants 

observed were dressed in colors indicating their sex 

which sent messages about how the child should 

be treated. 

 



Your Personal Flag 

• Create a flag to represent yourself 

• You must have at least 3 symbols on your flag 

• Symbols can be colours, phrases, images, etc. 

• Be prepared to explain your flag to the class 



Language 

Language is a set of symbols that express ideas and 

enable people to think and communicate with one 

another; it may be either verbal (spoken) or nonverbal 

(written or gestured). 

 



Importance of Language 

One of the most important human attributes is the 

ability to use language in order to share our 

experiences, feelings, and knowledge with others. 

• Language creates visuals. 

• Language allows us to distinguish ourselves from 

outsiders and maintain group boundaries. 

• Language allows humans to transmit culture from 

one generation to the next.  

 

 

 

 



Language and Gender 

• Language ignores women by using the masculine form 
to refer to human beings in general.  For example, 
“chairman” and “mankind”. 

• Use of the pronouns he and she affects our thinking 
about gender. Pronouns show the gender of the person 
we expect to be in a particular occupation.  

o Ex: nurses and secretaries are referred to as she, while 
doctors, engineers, electricians and presidents are referred 
to as he. 

• Language reinforces the notion that women are sexual 
objects. Women often are described by terms, such as 
fox, broad, babe, or doll, while men have performance 
pressures placed on them by being defined in terms of 
their sexual prowess, such as dude, stud, and hunk. 

 



Language and Gender 

• Some progress has been made in making language 

more inclusive.  

• For example, using Ms. rather than Miss or Mrs. has 

received a degree of acceptance in public life and 

the media.  

• Some occupations have been given “genderless” 

titles, such as firefighter and flight attendant. 



Language, Race and Ethnicity 

Language may create and reinforce our perceptions 

about race and ethnicity by transmitting 

preconceived ideas about the superiority of one 

category of people over another. 

• Blackmail, black market, black sheep of the family 

vs. white lie 

• Derogatory terms are popularized in the media 

• Associations of the word “savage” with aboriginals. 



Language Diversity in Canada 

• Bilingualism – in 1969, the Canadian government 

passed the Official Languages Act. But, this in no 

way resolved the very complex issues involving 

language in our society. 

• Aboriginal Languages – There are many types in 

Canada. They are symbols of their culture and 

group identity.  This culture is an oral culture; this 

means culture is transmitted through speech rather 

than the written word.  These languages are among 

the most endangered in the world.  

 



Cultural Change and Diversity 

• Culture Shock 

• Ethnocentrism 

• Cultural Relativism 

• Cultural Lag 

• Cultural Diffusion 

• Cultural Imperialism 

• Cultural Diversity & Immigration 

• Subcultures 



Culture Shock 

• Culture Shock - is the disorientation people feel 

when they encounter a culture or parts of a culture 

radically different from their own and they realize 

they cannot depend on their own taken-for-

granted assumptions about life. When people travel 

to another society, they may not know how to 

respond to that setting.  















Ethnocentrism 

• Ethnocentrism: When observing people from other 

cultures, many of us use our own culture as the 

yardstick by which we judge behaviour. Sociologists 

call this ethnocentrism – the practice of judging all 

other cultures by one‟s own culture. It is based on 

the assumption that one‟s way of life is superior to 

all others and is often the product of ignorance. 

o Positive Ethnocentrism: National Anthem, school song 

o Negative Ethnocentrism: Derogatory stereotypes 



Cultural Relativism 

• An alternative to ethnocentrism is cultural relativism 

– the belief that the behaviours and customs of any 

culture must be viewed and analyzed by that 

culture‟s own standards. That is to say, we need to 

understand the context of the culture and take that 

into consideration when we evaluate it. 

 



Cultural Change 

• Not all parts of culture change at the same place. 

• Cultural lag – is a concept created by William F. 

Ogburn. It refers to the gap between the technical 

development (material culture) of a society and its 

moral and legal institutions (nonmaterial culture). 

• An obvious example would be the invention of the 

car (material culture), with its development came 

problems in adjusting such as dating, freedom, sex, 

drinking and driving, families moving away from one 

another (nonmaterial culture). 



Cultural Change 

• Cultural diffusion – is the transmission (or movement) 

of cultural items or social practices from one group 

or society to another through such means as 

exploration, military endeavors, the media, tourism, 

immigration, or the global economy. 

• However, critics believe that some contemporary 

forms of cultural diffusion actually amount to 

Cultural imperialism – the extensive infusion of one 

nation‟s culture into other nations. 

• DISCUSSION: CYBERCULTURE 



Cultural Diversity 

• Cultural Diversity refers to the wide range of cultural 

differences found between and within nations. 

• Some countries, such as Sweden, are referred to as 

homogeneous societies, meaning they include 

people who share a common culture and are 

typically from similar social, religious, political and 

economic backgrounds. 

• By contrast, other countries, including Canada – are 

referred to as heterogeneous societies, meaning 

they include people who are dissimilar in race, 

ethnicity, class, occupation and education. 

 



Cultural Diversity 

• Immigration contributes to cultural diversity. 

Throughout its history, Canada has been a nation of 

immigrants. Over the past 150 years, more than 13 

million immigrants have arrived here.  Some people 

are intolerant of those who are different from 

themselves. 

• http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kRBVGJoTEko 

• Citizenship Test 

 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kRBVGJoTEko
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kRBVGJoTEko
http://www.yourlibrary.ca/citizenship/index.cfm


Subculture 

• A subculture is a group of people who share a distinctive 
set of cultural beliefs and behaviours that differ in some 
significant way from that of larger society.   

• This concept can be applied to distinctions ranging from 
ethnic, religious, regional, and age-based categories to 
those categories presumed to be “deviant” or 
marginalized from the larger society. 

• Broadly, a subculture could include thousands of 
categories of people residing in Canada. Namely, 
Muslims, Italian Canadians, Orthodox Jews, or even 
bikers. 

• Most sociological studies of subcultures have limited their 
scope to more visible distinct subcultures. (e.g. 
Hutterites). 



Subculture: Hutterites 

• The Hutterite way of life is Utopian – food, shelter, 

and clothing are guaranteed. And, for the faithful 

so is eternal salvation. But, it is a world that limits 

individual choices and emphasizes conformity.  

• They are the largest family-type communal 

grouping in the Western world with more than 

20,000 members living in 200 settlements.  

• They are considered a subculture because their 

norms, values and appearance differ a great deal 

from the dominant culture. Their distinctive mode of 

dress makes their subculture easily identifiable.  



Subculture: Hutterites 

• They have a strong faith in God and reject worldly 
concerns.  

• Core values: 
o Joy of work 

o Primacy of home 

o Faithfulness 

o Thriftiness 

o Tradition 

• They hold conservative views of the family 
o women are subordinate to men 

o birth control is unacceptable 

o wives should work inside the home 

o Children are cherished, and also seen as an economic asset, as they help 
with the farming and other work. 



Subculture: Hutterites 

• They have struggled for many years to maintain a 
distinct identity. They recognize that their values are 
distinct from most Canadians, but their differences 
provide them with a collective identity and can 
make them feel closer to one another. 

• A key belief of theirs is nonassimilation (they do not 
want to be absorbed into the dominant culture). 

• Their colonies are usually located far away from 
towns, cities, and highways.  However, they do not 
attempt to achieve complete social isolation from 
the wider society. They do not hesitate to take 
advantage of the technological advancements of 
the 21st century.  



Counterculture 

• Some subcultures actively oppose the larger society. 

• A counterculture is a group that strongly rejects and 

actively opposes dominant societal values and norms 

and seeks alternative lifestyles. 

• They are usually defined as groups that reject selected 

elements of the dominant culture (for example, clothing 

styles or sexual norms). 

• Examples of counterculture range from the relatively 

harmless to the dangerous gangs that flourish today. 

• Young people are most likely to join counterculture 

groups, perhaps because young people generally have 

less invested in the existing culture. 



Counterculture 

• Examples of countercultures: 

o the beatniks of the 1950‟s 

o the flower children of the 1960‟s 

o the drug enthusiasts of the 1970‟s 

o members of cults. 

• Some countercultures, such as the Ku Klux Klan and 

the neo-Nazi skinheads engage in revolutionary 

political activities.  


