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MEDIA, COMMUNICATION AND CULTURE 

The past few decades have seen rapid changes that have served to transform the social landscape 

of human life. The world that we occupy today looks drastically different from the one that our 

ancestors occupied a hundred years ago. Developments in science and technology as well as 

social, political, economic, ideological forces have served to alter the social world that we 

currently occupy.  

This course brings together three major areas of study: media, communication and culture.  

Whilst each topic is wide in scope and significance this course aims to study the interplay 

between them. It will help students explore the impact of human communication on culture and 

society.  It holds as its special focus the mass media and new forms of multimedia 

communications that have served to transform human communication drastically over the past 

few decades. The world is now more interconnected than ever before and the media and 

advances in new communications technology play a huge part in that. This course will aid 

students in exploring and understanding the effects of these developments on the social fabric of 

human societies: individuals and cultures.   

Content 

The course is divided into seven chapters. The first chapter offers a brief summary of key 

sociological perspectives and principles. The following three chapters offer introductions to the 

central concepts/topics of the course, namely media, communication and culture. Chapter Five is 

an analysis of the relationship between culture, communication, self & identity. C hapter six 

introduces students to some key sociological concepts that seek to explain the social world that 

we live in. The final chapter, by introducing students to the work of a range of sociologists that 

have explored the relationship between media, culture and society, seeks to highlight the 

multifaceted impact of media and communication on identity, culture and society.  
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Activity - A changing world 

Write down five ways that your life is different from that of your mother (if you are female) and your 

father (if you are male) when they were your age. If you cannot compare yourself with a parent for 

some reason, then choose another relative or acquaintance 20–30 years older than you. 

 Look at your list. It doesn’t matter what you have written down. Obviously there are all 

sorts of possibilities. Maybe your aspirations are different from your mother or father? 

Maybe your values are different? Maybe you have (or hope to have) very different work 

from your mother or father? 

 Now try to account for those differences. How would you explain them? 

 Are they just individual differences, or can you relate them to wider changes in your 

society? For example, have educational opportunities, patterns of work or certain social 

values changed since your parents were young? Do you think these might have influenced 

some of the differences you have identified between yourself and your mother or father?  

 By asking yourself these kinds of questions, by exploring how personal lives may be 

influenced by wider social changes, you are already starting to think like a sociologist. 

 

Chapter 1: Key Sociological Principles & Perspectives 

1.1. What is sociology? 
Sociology is about trying to understand the social world, but it is also about trying to understand 

ourselves, and how societies make us who we are. 

 

1.1.1. The study of social relationships 

The word sociology comes from a combination of the Latin socius (meaning ‘companion’) and the Greek 

logos (meaning ‘the study of’), so the word literally means the study of companionship, or social relations. 

Sociologists are primarily interested in all that happens to people in terms of their relationships with 

others. These may be: personal relationships with people we know well, such as family members, friends 

and people we know at work or college impersonal relationships, such as those we have with people who 

serve us in shops, take away our rubbish or drive the taxi we are in indirect relations with people we 

neither know nor see, but whose actions influence our lives. For example, a decision by corporate 

executives in the United States to shut down an overseas plant can affect the working and domestic lives 

of thousands of people who live nowhere near the USA. 
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Sociologists are interested in the study of individuals’ personalities and behaviour but they are also 

interested in how they relate to other people. 

Therefore, the word relationship is very important in sociology. All sociology is about relationships of one 

sort or another: for example, relationships between different societies, between different parts of a 

society and between individuals and societies. 

The fact that sociology is about social relationships that can take many different forms means that its 

scope is very wide. It can range from things that affect large parts of the world over long periods of time, 

such as industrialisation or globalisation, to the study of specific social organisations, such as schools or 

families, right down to two people having a brief conversation in an elevator. 

Thus it is very difficult to give a precise definition of sociology because it operates at different levels. 

However, the key idea in all sociological research is that people’s lives and behaviour cannot be 

understood apart from the social contexts in which they participate, directly or indirectly. 

From this starting point, sociologists want to know more about these social contexts, how they are 

produced and how they shape people’s lives. 

1.1.2. Social institutions 

Social relationships are rarely random. Normally they are organised in various ways. Sociologists refer to 

these patterns of behaviour as social institutions. Types of family life, education and religious pract ice are 

examples of social institutions, where behaviour tends to be regular or patterned. What we loosely refer 

to as a ‘society’ is actually a complex of many social institutions. In contemporary industrial societies we 

find, for example, political, family, economic, educational, legal and religious institutions. Although these 

institutions seem to be separate and distinct they are also related to each other in various ways. 

As a result of this institutional interdependence, many sociologists adopt a structural, or macro, 

perspective that means looking at societies as systems, and trying to work out how different institutions 

‘function’ to produce particular outcomes. 

Sociologists in the UK and the USA studying the relationships between the institutions of  family and school 

have found that, on average, children from lower-class or working-class backgrounds have more problems 

at school and leave with fewer qualifications.  
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Think about this for a moment. Can you think of some reasons for this? Two US sociologists, Bowles and 

Gintis (1976), adopted a structural approach to explore this problem. They argued that schools prepared 

large numbers of young people, usually from the more deprived backgrounds, for low-paid, subordinate 

jobs. 

However, as we shall see, this ‘structural approach’ tells only part of the story. Sociologists are not only 

interested in exploring relationships between social institutions, they are also interested in the 

relationship between individuals and institutions. Exploring this question usually involves adopting a 

micro, or small-scale, approach and looking at small segments of institutions in much greater detail. 

For example, in a famous sociological study called Learning to Labour, Paul Willis (1977; reprinted 1993) 

made a detailed study of 12 British working-class boys. He found that rather than simply being failed by 

the school and the society, as Bowles and Gintis suggested, the boys he studied deliberately failed 

themselves, by refusing to work at school. They had already decided that education was irrelevant to their 

futures, which they saw as being in manual labour. The only point in going to school was to ‘have a laugh’ 

and make fun of those who did work. An interesting 

postscript to this study is that Paul Willis’ services are now very much in demand from the governments of 

some newly industrialising countries puzzled by the fact so many young students are turning their back on 

the educational services provided for them. This illustrates how sociological research can help in the 

formation and analysis of government policy. 

In summary then Sociology may be generally defined as the study of the social relationships. Sociologists 

explore different forms of social institutions, the relationships between them and how individuals 

experience them. 

1.2. Thinking sociologically 

1.2.1. Sociological problems 

When most people think about society, or when we hear about social issues in the press or on TV, it is 

usually about things that people feel are going ‘wrong’ with society, increasing crime, growing 

‘disrespectful behaviour’ of young people, conflicts between different groups in society. 
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Activity - Social and sociological problems 

Which of the following do you think are better described as ‘social problems’, and 

which do you think are better described as ‘sociological problems’?  

• Rising divorce rates in your society. 

• The role of educational institutions in modern societies.  

• How societies change. 

• The organisation of economic production in your society.  

• Unemployment. 

• Illegal drug use.  

 

Most people – including most people starting sociology – say that sociology is about studying social 

problems and perhaps helping to find ‘solutions’ to them. This is partly right. Sociologists are interested in 

social problems and some work for organisations that address some of these problems. 

However, sociology is about much more than this and its focus is much wider. Although sociologists are 

interested in things that people feel are ‘bad’ or ‘wrong’ in societies, they are just as interested in things 

that are seen to be ‘good’, ‘right’, ‘acceptable’, ‘normal’, ‘ordinary’ and so on. 

For example, sociologists are interested in why people break the ‘rules’ of a society  – such as committing 

crimes or behaving in odd, anti-social ways – but they are more interested in the rules themselves and 

how they work. 

As Berger puts it in Invitation to sociology: 

The fundamental sociological problem is not crime but law, not divorce  but marriage, not racial 
discrimination but racially defined segregation, not revolution but government. (p.50) 

 

 

 

Sociological problems, then, are about how societies, or parts of societies, work in the way they do. 

Thinking sociologically means being curious about the order of everyday social life, how this order changes 

and its relationship to the behaviour of individuals.  

1.2.2. What Are Society and Culture? 

Sociologists study all aspects and levels of society. A society is a group of people whose members 

interact, reside in a definable area, and share a culture. A culture includes the group’s shared 
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practices, values, and beliefs. One sociologist might analyze video of people from different 

societies as they carry on everyday conversations to study the rules of polite conversation from 

different world cultures. 

Another sociologist might interview a representative sample of people to see how texting has 

changed the way they communicate. Yet another sociologist might study how migration 

determined the way in which language spread and changed over time. A fourth sociologist might 

be part of a team developing signs to warn people living thousands of years in the future, and 

speaking many different languages, to stay away from still-dangerous nuclear waste. 

1.2.3. The Sociological Imagination 

Although these studies and the methods of carrying them out are different, the sociologists 

involved in them all have something in common. Each of them looks at society using what 

pioneer sociologist C. Wright Mills called the sociological imagination, sometimes also referred to 

as the sociological lens or sociological perspective. Mills defined sociological imagination as how 

individuals understand their own and others pasts in relation to history and social structure 

(1959).  

By looking at individuals and societies and how they interact through this lens, sociologists are 

able to examine what influences behavior, attitudes, and culture. By applying systematic and 

scientific methods to this process, they try to do so without letting their own biases and pre-

conceived ideas influence their conclusions. 

1.3. Sociological Perspectives 

Different sociological perspectives enable sociologists to view social issues through a variety of 

useful lenses. In sociology, a few theories provide broad perspectives that help to explain many 

different aspects of social life. These theories are so prominent that many consider them 

paradigms. Paradigms are philosophical and theoretical frameworks used within a discipline to 

formulate theories, generalizations, and the experiments performed in support of them. Three of 
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these paradigms have come to dominate sociological thinking because they provide useful 

explanations: structural functionalism, conflict theory, and symbolic interactionism.  

Sociological Paradigm  Level of Analysis Focus 

Structural 

Functionalism 

Macro or mid How each part of society 

functions together to 

contribute to the whole 

Conflict Theory Macro How inequalities contribute to 

social differences and 

perpetuate differences in 

power 

Symbolic 

Interactionism 

Micro One-to-one interactions and 

communications 

 

1.3.1. Functionalism 

Functionalism, also called structural functional theory, sees society as a structure with 

interrelated parts designed to meet the biological and social needs of individuals who make up 

that society. It is the oldest of the main theories of sociology. In fact, its origins began before 

sociology emerged as a formal discipline. It grew out of the writings of English philosopher and 

biologist Herbert Spencer (1820–1903) who likened society to a human body. He argued that just 

as the various organs in the body work together to keep the entire system functioning and 

regulated, the various parts of society work together to keep the entire society functioning and 

regulated (Spencer 1898). By parts of society, Spencer was referring to such social institutions as 

the economy, political systems, healthcare, education, media, and religion. Spencer continued 

the analogy by pointing out that societies evolve just as the bodies of humans and other animals 

do (Maryanski and Turner 1992).  
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One of the founders of sociology, Emile Durkheim, applied Spencer’s analogy to explain the 

structure of societies and how they change and survive over time. Durkheim believed that earlier, 

more primitive societies were held together because most people performed similar tasks and 

shared values, language, and symbols. They exchanged goods and services in similar ways. 

Modern societies, according to Durkheim, were more complex. People served many different 

functions in society and their ability to carry out their function depended upon others being able 

to carry out theirs. Durkheim's theory sees society as a complex system of interrelated parts, 

working together to maintain stability (Durkheim 1893). According to this sociological viewpoint, 

the parts of society are interdependent. This means each part influences the others. In a healthy 

society, all of these parts work together to produce a stable state called dynamic equilibrium 

(Parsons 1961). 

Durkheim believed that individuals may make up society, but in order to study society, 

sociologists have to look beyond individuals to social facts. Social facts are the laws, morals, 

values, religious beliefs, customs, fashions, rituals, and all of the cultural rules that govern social 

life (Durkheim 1895). Each of these social facts serves one or more functions within a society. For 

example, one function of a society’s laws may be to protect society from violence, while 

another is to punish criminal behavior, while another is to preserve public health. 

The English Anthropologist Alfred Radcliffe-Brown (1881–1955) shared Comte's and Durkheim's 

views. He believed that how these functions worked together to maintain a stable society was 

controlled by laws that could be discovered through systematic comparison (Broce 1973). Like 

Durkheim, he argued that explanations of social interactions had to be made at the social level 

and not involve the wants and needs of individuals (Goldschmidt 1996). He defined the function 

of any recurrent activity as the part it plays in the social life as a whole, and thereby, the 

contribution it makes to structural continuity (Radcliffe-Brown 1952). 

Another noted structural functionalist, Robert Merton (1910–2003), pointed out that social 

processes often have many functions. Manifest functions are the consequences of a social 
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process that are sought or anticipated, while latent functions are the unsought consequences of a 

social process. A manifest function of college education, for example, includes gaining 

knowledge, preparing for a career, and finding a good job that utilizes that education. Latent 

functions of your college years include meeting new people, participating in extracurricular 

activities, or even finding a spouse or partner.  

Another latent function of education is creating a hierarchy of employment based on the level of 

education attained. Latent functions can be beneficial, neutral, or harmful. Social processes that 

have undesirable consequences for the operation of society are called dysfunctions. In education, 

examples of dysfunction include getting bad grades, truancy, dropping out, not graduating, and 

not finding suitable employment. 

Criticism 

Structural-functionalism was the sociological paradigm that prevailed between World War II and 

the Vietnam War. Its influence declined in the 1960s and 1970s because many sociologists 

believed that it could not adequately explain the many rapid social changes taking place at the 

time. Many sociologists now believe that structural functionalism is no longer useful as a macro-

level theory, but that it does serve as useful purpose in many mid-range analyses. 

1.3.2. Conflict Theory 

Another theory with a macro-level view, called conflict theory, looks at society as a competition 

for limited resources. Conflict theory sees society as being made up of individuals who must 

compete for social, political, and material resources such as political power, leisure time, money, 

housing, and entertainment. Social structures and organizations such as religious groups, 

governments, and corporations reflect this competition in their inherent inequalities. Some 

individuals and organizations are able to obtain and keep more resources than others. These 

"winners" use their power and influence to maintain their positions of power in society and to 

suppress the advancement of other individuals and groups. Of the early founders of sociology, 

Karl Marx is most closely identified with this theory. He focused on the economic conflict 
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between different social classes. As he and Fredrick Engels famously described in their 

Communist Manifesto, “the history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class 

struggles. Freeman and slave, patrician and plebeian, lord and serf, guild-master and journeyman, 

in a word, oppressor and oppressed” (1848). 

Developing on this foundation, Polish-Austrian sociologist Ludwig Gumplowicz (1838–1909) 

expanded on Marx’s ideas to develop his own version of conflict theory, adding his knowledge 

about how civilizations evolve. In Outlines of Sociology (1884), he argues that war and conquest 

are the basis on which civilizations have been shaped. He believed that cultural and ethnic 

conflicts led to states being identified and defined by a dominant group that had power over 

other groups (Irving 2007). 

The German sociologist Max Weber agreed with Marx that the economic inequalities of the 

capitalist system were a source of widespread conflict. However, he disagreed that the conflict 

must lead to revolution and the collapse of capitalism. Weber theorized that there was more 

than one cause for conflict: besides economics, inequalities could exist over political power and 

social status. The level of inequalities could also be different for different groups based on 

education, race, or gender. As long as these conflicts remained separate, the system as a whole 

was not threatened. 

Weber also identified several factors that moderated people's reaction to inequality. If the 

authority of the people in power was considered legitimate by those over whom they had power, 

then conflicts were less intense. Other moderating factors were high rates of social mobility and 

low rates of class difference. 

Another German sociologist, Georg Simmel (1858–1918), wrote that conflict can in fact help 

integrate and stabilize a society. Like Weber, Simmel said that the nature of social conflict was 

highly variable. The intensity and violence of the conflict depended upon the emotional 

involvement of the different sides, the degree of solidarity among the opposing groups, and if 
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there were clear and limited goals to be achieved. Simmel also said that frequent smaller conflicts 

would be less violent that a few large conflicts. 

Simmel also studied how conflict changes the parties involved. He showed that groups work to 

increase their internal solidarity, centralize power, reduce dissent, and become less tolerant of 

those not in the group during conflict. Resolving conflicts can release tension and hostility and 

pave the way for future agreements.  

More recently, conflict theory has been used to explain inequalities between groups based on 

gender or race. Janet Saltzman Chafetz (1941–2006) was a leader in the field of feminist conflict 

theory. Her books Masculine/Feminine or Human (1974), Feminist Sociology (1988), and Gender  

Equity (1990) and other studies Dr. Chafetz uses conflict theory to present a set of models to 

explain the forces maintaining a system of gender inequality as well as a theory of how such a 

system can be changed. She argues that two types of forces sustain a system of gender 

inequality. One type of force is coercive and is based on the advantages men have in finding, 

keeping, and advancing in positions within the workforce. The other depends on the voluntary 

choices individuals make based on the gender roles that have been passed down through their 

families. Chafetz argues that the system can be changed through changes in the number and 

types of jobs available to increasingly large numbers of well educated women entering the 

workforce (Turner 2003).  

Criticism 

Just as structural functionalism was criticized for focusing too much on the stability of societies, 

conflict theory has been criticized because it tends to focus on conflict to the exclusion of 

recognizing stability. Many social structures are extremely stable or have gradually progressed 

over time rather than changing abruptly as conflict theory would suggest. 
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1.3.3. Symbolic Interactionist Theory 

Symbolic Interactionism provides a theoretical perspective that helps scholars examine the 

relationship of individuals within their society. This perspective is centered on the notion that 

communication—or the exchange of meaning through language and symbols—is how people make 

sense of their social worlds. As pointed out by Herman and Reynolds (1994), this viewpoint sees 

people as active in shaping their world, rather than as entities who are acted upon by society 

(Herman and Reynolds 1994). This approach looks at society and people from a micro-level 

perspective. 

George Herbert Mead (1863–1931) is considered one of the founders of symbolic interactionism, 

though he never published his work on it (LaRossa & Reitzes 1993). It was up to his student 

Herbert Blumer (1900–1987) to interpret Mead's work and popularize the theory. Blumer coined 

the term “symbolic interactionism” and identified its three basic premises: 

1) Humans act toward things on the basis of the meanings they ascribe to those things. 

2) The meaning of such things is derived from, or arises out of, the social interaction that one 

has with others and the society. 

3) These meanings are handled in, and modified through, an interpretative process used by the 

person in dealing with the things he/she encounters (Blumer 1969). 

Social scientists who apply symbolic-interactionist thinking look for patterns of interaction 

between individuals. Their studies often involve observation of one-on-one interactions. For  

example, while a conflict theorist studying a political protest might focus on class difference, a 

symbolic interactionist would be more interested in how individuals in the protesting group 

interact, as well as the signs and symbols protesters use to communicate their message. The 

focus on the importance of symbols in building a society led sociologists like Erving Goffman 

(1922-1982) to develop a technique called dramaturgical analysis. Goffman used theater as an 

analogy for social interaction and recognized that people’s interactions showed patterns of 



Media, Communication & Culture  Department of Sociology
  

Reading Materials  University of Gondar 
2016 
 
 

Binilasta.com   15 | P a g e  
 

cultural “scripts.” Because it can be unclear what part a person may play in a given situation, 

he or she has to improvise his or her role as the situation unfolds (Goffman 1958).  

Studies that use the symbolic interactionist perspective are more likely to use qualitative 

research methods, such as in-depth interviews or participant observation, because they seek to 

understand the symbolic worlds in which research subjects live. 

Criticism 

Research done from this perspective is often scrutinized because of the difficulty of remaining 

objective. Others criticize the extremely narrow focus on symbolic interaction. Proponents, of 

course, consider this one of its greatest strengths. 

 

 

Sources: 

Materials are excerpts from the following:  

 Principles of Sociology, R. Gosling (ed.) and S. Taylor with the Department of Sociology, 
LSE. University of London 2011 

 OpenStax College, Introduction to Sociology, OpenStax College 21 June 2012. 
<http://cnx.org/content/col11407/latest/>. 
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Chapter 2: Introduction to Culture 
More than any other species human beings rely on behaviors that are learned in order to survive 

– as opposed to genetic instinct. Instinct involves not just the impulse to do something but 

specific instructions on how to do it. The human genetic code does not contain specific 

instructions to behave in a particular way.  

A new born baby is helpless – it is physically dependent on older members of its species and also 

lacks the behavior patterns necessary for living in human society. In order to survive it must learn 

the skills, knowledge and accepted ways if behaving of the society into which it is born – it must 

learn a way of life – sociologically – it must learn the ‘culture’ of the society. 

2.1. What is Culture? 

Humans are social creatures. Since the dawn of Homo sapiens nearly 250,000 years ago, people 

have grouped together into communities in order to survive. Living together, people form 

common habits and behaviors—from specific methods of childrearing to preferred techniques for 

obtaining food. In modern-day Paris, many people shop daily at outdoor markets to pick up what 

they need for their evening meal, buying cheese, meat, and vegetables from different specialty 

stalls. In the United States, the majority of people shop once a week at supermarkets, filling  large 

carts to the brim. How would a Parisian perceive U.S. shopping behaviors that Americans take for 

granted? 

 

Almost every human behavior, from shopping to marriage to expressions of feelings, is learned. 

In the United States, people tend to view marriage as a choice between two people, based on 

mutual feelings of love. In other nations and in other times, marriages have been arranged 

through an intricate process of interviews and negotiations between entire families, or in other 

cases, through a direct system such as a “mail order bride.” To someone raised in New York 

City, the marriage customs of a family from Nigeria may seem strange, or even wrong. 

Conversely, someone from a traditional Kolkata family might be perplexed with the idea of 
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romantic love as the foundation for marriage lifelong commitment. In other words, the way in 

which people view marriage depends largely on what they have been taught.  

 

Behavior based on learned customs is not a bad thing. Being familiar with unwritten rules helps 

people feel secure and “normal.” 

Culture Defined: 

Ralph Linton describes: 

“The culture of a society is the way of life of its members; the collection of ideas and 

habits which they learn, share and transmit from generation to generation” (in 

Haralambos & Holborn, 1990: 3) 

Culture has 2 essential qualities:  

1. It is learned 

2. It is shared 

If culture is learned, then much of it can be thought of in terms of knowledge of the world. This 

does not only mean that members of a culture must know certain facts or be able to recognize 

objects, places, and people. It also means that they must share certain patterns of thought, ways 

of understanding the world, making inferences and predictions. 

Since human beings actions are not directed by instincts, their behavior must be based on 

guidelines which are learned. In order for a society to operate effectively these guidelines must 

be shared by its members – without a shared culture, members of a society would be unable to 

communicate and cooperate and confusion and disorder would result.  

In everyday conversation, people rarely distinguish between the terms culture and society, but 

the terms have slightly different meanings, and the distinction is important to a sociologist. A 

society describes a group of people who share a community and a culture. By “community,” 
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sociologists refer to a definable region—as small as a neighborhood (Brooklyn, or “the east side 

of town”), as large as a country (Ethiopia, the United States, or Nepal), or somewhere in 

between (in America, this might include someone who identifies with Southern or Midwestern 

society). So culture represents the beliefs and practices of a group, while society represents the 

people who share those beliefs and practices. Neither society nor culture could exist without the 

other. 

 

Material culture refers to the objects or belongings of a group of people. Metro passes and bus 

tokens are part of material culture, as are automobiles, stores, and the physical structures where 

people worship. Nonmaterial culture, in contrast, consists of the ideas, attitudes, and beliefs of a 

society. Material and nonmaterial aspects of culture are linked, and physical objects often 

symbolize cultural ideas. A metro pass is a material object, but it represents a form of 

nonmaterial culture, namely, capitalism, and the acceptance of paying for transportation. 

Clothing, hairstyles, and jewelry are part of material culture, but the appropriateness  of wearing 

certain clothing for specific events reflects nonmaterial culture. A school building belongs to 

material culture, but the teaching methods and educational standards are part of education ’s 

nonmaterial culture. These material and nonmaterial aspects of culture can vary subtly from 

region to region. 

 

Cultural Universals 

 

Often, a comparison of one culture to another will reveal obvious differences. But all cultures also 

share common elements. Cultural universals are patterns or traits that are globally common to all 

societies. One example of a cultural universal is the family unit: every human society recognizes a 

family structure that regulates sexual reproduction and the care of children. Even so, how that 

family unit is defined and how it functions vary. In many Asian cultures, for example, family 

members from all generations commonly live together in one household. In these cultures, young 
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adults will continue to live in the extended household family structure until they marry and join 

their spouse’s household, or they may remain and raise their nuclear family within the extended 

family’s homestead. In the United States, by contrast, individuals are expected to leave home and 

live independently for a period before forming a family unit consisting of parents and their 

offspring. 

 

Anthropologist George Murdock first recognized the existence of cultural  universals while 

studying systems of kinship around the world. Murdock found that cultural universals often 

revolve around basic human survival, such as finding food, clothing, and shelter, or around shared 

human experiences, such as birth and death, or illness and healing. Through his research, 

Murdock identified other universals including language, the concept of personal names, and, 

interestingly, jokes. Humor seems to be a universal way to release tensions and create a sense of 

unity among people (Murdock, 1949). Sociologists consider humor necessary to human 

interaction because it helps individuals navigate otherwise tense situations. 

 

Ethnocentrism and Cultural Relativism 

Despite how much humans have in common, cultural differences are far more prevalent than 

cultural universals. For example, while all cultures have language, analysis of particular language 

structures and conversational etiquette reveal tremendous differences. In some Middle Eastern 

cultures, it is common to stand close to others in conversation. North Americans keep more 

distance, maintaining a large “personal space.” Even something as simple as eating and 

drinking varies greatly from culture to culture. The way cuisines vary across cultures fascinates 

many people. Some travelers pride themselves on their willingness to try unfamiliar foods while 

others return home expressing gratitude for their native culture’s fare. Often, Americans express 

disgust at other cultures’ cuisine, thinking it’s gross to eat meat from a dog or guinea pig, for 

example, while they don’t question their own habit of eating cows or pigs. Such attitudes are an 
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example of ethnocentrism, or evaluating and judging another culture based on how it compares 

to one’s own cultural norms. 

 

Ethnocentrism, as sociologist William Graham Sumner (1906) described the term, involves a 

belief or attitude that one’s own culture is better than all others. Almost everyone is a little bit 

ethnocentric. For example, Americans tend to say that people from England drive on the “wrong

” side of the road, rather than the “other” side. Someone from a country where dog meat is 

standard fare might find it off-putting to see a dog in a French restaurant—not on the menu, but 

as a pet and patron’s companion. 

A high level of appreciation for one’s own culture can be healthy; a shared sense of community 

pride, for example, connects people in a society. But ethnocentrism can lead to disdain or dislike 

for other cultures, causing misunderstanding and conflict. People with the best intentions 

sometimes travel to a society to “help” its people, seeing them as uneducated or backward; 

essentially inferior. In reality, these travelers are guilty of cultural imperialism, the deliberate 

imposition of one’s own cultural values on another culture. Europe’s colonial expansion, 

begun in the 16th century, was often accompanied by a severe cultural imperialism. European 

colonizers often viewed the people in the lands they colonized as uncultured savages who were 

in need of European governance, dress, religion, and other cultural practices. A more modern 

example of cultural imperialism may include the work of international aid agencies who introduce 

agricultural methods and plant species from developed countries while overlooking indigenous 

varieties and agricultural approaches that are better suited to the particular region.  

Ethnocentrism can be so strong that when confronted with all the differences of a new culture, 

one may experience disorientation and frustration. In sociology, we call this culture shock. An 

exchange student from China might be annoyed by the constant interruptions in class as other 

students ask questions—a practice that is considered rude in China. Perhaps the Chinese student 

was originally excited to see an American-style classroom firsthand. But as they experience 

unanticipated differences from their own culture, their excitement gives way to discomfort and 
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doubts about how to behave appropriately in the new situation. Eventually, as people learn more 

about a culture, they recover from culture shock.  

 
Cultural relativism is the practice of assessing a culture by its own standards rather than viewing 

it through the lens of one’s own culture. Practicing cultural relativism requires an open mind 

and a willingness to consider, and even adapt to, new values and norms. However, 

indiscriminately embracing everything about a new culture is not always possible. Even the most 

culturally relativist people from egalitarian societies—ones in which women have political rights 

and control over their own bodies—would question whether the widespread practice of female 

genital mutilation in countries such as Ethiopia and Sudan should be accepted as a part of cultural 

tradition. Sociologists attempting to engage in cultural relativism, then, may struggle to reconcile 

aspects of their own culture with aspects of a culture they are studying. 

Sometimes when people attempt to rectify feelings of ethnocentrism and develop cultural 

relativism, they swing too far to the other end of the spectrum. Xenocentrism is the opposite of 

ethnocentrism, and refers to the belief that another culture is superior to one’s own. (The 

Greek root word xeno, pronounced “ZEE-no,” means “stranger” or “foreign guest.”) An 

exchange student who goes home after a semester abroad or a sociologist who returns from the 

field may find it difficult to associate with the values of their own culture after having 

experienced what they deem a more upright or nobler way of living. 

Perhaps the greatest challenge for sociologists studying different cultures is the matter of 

keeping a perspective. It is impossible for anyone to keep all cultural biases at bay; the best we 

can do is strive to be aware of them. Pride in one’s own culture doesn’t have to lead to 

imposing its values on others. And an appreciation for another culture should n’t preclude 

individuals from studying it with a critical eye. 
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2.2. Elements of Culture 

Values & Beliefs 

The first, and perhaps most crucial, elements of culture are its values and beliefs.  Values are a 

culture’s standard for discerning what is good and just in society. Values are deeply embedded 

and critical for transmitting and teaching a culture’s beliefs. Beliefs are the tenets or 

convictions that people hold to be true. Individuals in a society have specific  beliefs, but they also 

share collective values. To illustrate the difference, Americans commonly believe in the American 

Dream—that anyone who works hard enough will be successful and wealthy. Underlying this 

belief is the American value that wealth is good and important. 

 

Values help shape a society by suggesting what is good and bad, beautiful and ugly, sought or 

avoided. Consider the value the culture the United States places upon youth. Children represent 

innocence and purity, while a youthful adult appearance signifies sexuality. Shaped by this value, 

individuals spend millions of dollars each year on cosmetic products and surgeries to look young 

and beautiful. The United States also has an individualistic culture, meaning people place a high 

value on individuality and independence. In contrast, many other cultures are collectivist, 

meaning the welfare of the group and group relationships are a primary value.  

Living up to a culture’s values can be difficult. It’s easy to value good health, but it’s hard to 

quit smoking. 

Values often suggest how people should behave, but they don’t accurately reflect how people 

do behave. Values portray an ideal culture, the standards society would like to embrace and live 

up to. But ideal culture differs from real culture, the way society actually is, based on what occurs 

and exists. In an ideal culture, there would be no traffic accidents, murders, poverty, or racial 

tension. But in real culture, police officers, lawmakers, educators, and social workers constantly 

strive to prevent or repair those accidents, crimes, and injustices. American teenagers are 

encouraged to value celibacy. However, the number of unplanned pregnancies among teens 
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reveals that not only is the ideal hard to live up to, but that the value alone is not enough to spare 

teenagers from the potential consequences of having sex. 

Norms 

Examples can describe how people are expected to behave in certain situations—for example, 

when boarding a bus. These examples describe the visible and invisible rules of conduct through 

which societies are structured, or what sociologists call norms. Norms define how to behave in 

accordance with what a society has defined as good, right, and important, and most members of 

the society adhere to them. A norm is a specific guide to action which defines acceptable and 

appropriate behavior in particular situations. For example, all societies have norms governing 

dress. Members of society generally share norms which define acceptable male and female 

apparel; which specify appropriate dress for different age groups and which provide guidelines 

for what to wear on particular occasions. Norms of dress vary from society to society.  

 

Formal norms are established, written rules. They are behaviors worked out and agreed upon in 

order to suit and serve the most people. Laws are formal norms, but so are employee manuals, 

college entrance exam requirements, and “no running” signs at swimming pools. Formal 

norms are the most specific and clearly stated of the various types of norms, and the most strictly 

enforced. But even formal norms are enforced to varying degrees, reflected in cultural values. 

For example, money is highly valued in the United States, so monetary crimes are punished. It’s 

against the law to rob a bank, and banks go to great lengths to prevent such crimes. People 

safeguard valuable possessions and install antitheft devices to protect homes and cars. A less 

strictly enforced social norm is driving while intoxicated. While it’s against the law to drive 

drunk, drinking is for the most part an acceptable social behavior. And though there are laws to 

punish drunk driving, there are few systems in place to prevent the crime. These examples show 

a range of enforcement in formal norms. 

There are plenty of formal norms, but the list of informal norms—casual behaviors that are 

generally and widely conformed to—is longer. People learn informal norms by observation, 
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imitation, and general socialization. Some informal norms are taught directly—“Kiss your Aunt 

Edna” or “Use your napkin”—while others are learned by observation, including observations 

of the consequences when someone else violates a norm. But although informal  norms define 

personal interactions, they extend into other systems as well.  

In the United States, there are informal norms regarding behavior at these restaurants. 

Customers line up to order their food, and leave when they are done. They don’t sit down at a 

table with strangers, sing loudly as they prepare their condiments, or nap in a booth. Most people 

don’t commit even benign breaches of informal norms. Informal norms dictate appropriate 

behaviors without the need of written rules. 

Enforcing Norms & Values 

One way societies strive to put norms and values into action is through rewards, sanctions, and 

punishments. When people observe the norms of society and uphold its values, they are often 

rewarded. A boy who helps an elderly woman board a bus may receive a smile and a “thank 

you.” A business manager who raises profit margins may receive a quarterly bonus. People 

sanction certain behaviors by giving their support, approval, or permission, or by instilling formal 

actions of disapproval and non-support. 

Sanctions are a form of social control, a way to encourage conformity to cultural norms. 

Sometimes people conform to norms in anticipation or expectation of positive sanctions: good 

grades, for instance, may mean praise from parents and teachers. When people go against a 

society’s values, they are punished. A boy who shoves an elderly woman aside to board the bus 

first may receive frowns or even a scolding from other passengers. A business manager who 

drives away customers will likely be fired.  

Breaking norms and rejecting values can lead to cultural sanctions such as earning a negative 

label—lazy, no-good bum—or to legal sanctions such as traffic tickets, fines, or imprisonment.  

Norms & values are not static; they vary across time and between groups as people evaluate, 

debate, and change collective societal beliefs. They also vary from culture to culture. For 

example, cultures differ in their values about what kinds of physical closeness are appropriate in 
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public. It’s rare to see two male friends or coworkers holding hands in the United States where 

that behavior often symbolizes romantic feelings. But in many nations, masculine physical 

intimacy is considered natural in public. This difference in cultural values came to light when 

people reacted to photos of former president George W. Bush holding hands with the Crown 

Prince of Saudi Arabia in 2005. A simple gesture, such as handholding, carries great symbolic 

differences across cultures. 

 

2.3. Socialization  

The process by which individuals learn the culture of their society is known as ‘socialization’. 

Socialization is a lifelong process and has various agencies of socialization.   

2.3.1. Agents of Socialization 

Socialization helps people learn to function successfully in their social worlds. How does the 

process of socialization occur? How do we learn to use the objects of our society’s material 

culture? How do we come to adopt the beliefs, values, and norms that represent its nonmaterial 

culture? This learning takes place through interaction with various agents of s ocialization, like 

peer groups and families, plus both formal and informal social institutions. 

Social Group Agents 

Social groups often provide the first experiences of socialization. Families, and later peer groups, 

communicate expectations and reinforce norms. People first learn to use the tangible objects of 

material culture in these settings, as well as being introduced to the beliefs and values of society.  

Family 

Family is the first agent of socialization. Mothers and fathers, siblings and grandparents, plus 

members of an extended family, all teach a child what he or she needs to know. For example, 

they show the child how to use objects (such as clothes, computers, eating utensils, books, bikes); 

how to relate to others (some as “family,” others as “friends,” still others as “strangers” 

or “teachers” or “neighbors”); and how the world works (what is “real” and what is “

imagined”). As you are aware, either from your own experience as a child or your role in helping 



Media, Communication & Culture  Department of Sociology
  

Reading Materials  University of Gondar 
2016 
 
 

Binilasta.com   26 | P a g e  
 

to raise one, socialization involves teaching and learning about an unending array of objects and 

ideas. 

 

It is important to keep in mind, however, that families do not socialize children in a vacuum. 

Many social factors impact how a family raises its children. For example, we can use sociological 

imagination to recognize that individual behaviors are affected by the historical period in which 

they take place. Sixty years ago, it would not have been considered especially strict for a father to 

hit his son with a wooden spoon or a belt if he misbehaved, but today that same action might be 

considered child abuse. 

 

Sociologists recognize that race, social class, religion, and other societal factors play an important 

role in socialization. For example, poor families usually emphasize obedience and conformity 

when raising their children, while wealthy families emphasize judgment and creativity (National 

Opinion Research Center 2008).This may be because working-class parents have less education 

and more repetitive-task jobs for which the ability to follow rules and to conform helps. Wealthy 

parents tend to have better educations and often work in managerial positions or in careers that 

require creative problem solving, so they teach their children behaviors that would be beneficial 

in these positions. This means that children are effectively socialized and raised to take the types 

of jobs that their parents already have, thus reproducing the class system (Kohn 1977). Likewise, 

children are socialized to abide by gender norms, perceptions of race, and class -related 

behaviors. In Sweden, for instance, stay-at-home fathers are an accepted part of the social 

landscape. A government policy provides subsidized time off work—480 days for families with 

newborns—with the option of the paid leave being shared between both mothers and fathers. As 

one stay-at-home dad says, being home to take care of his baby son “is a real fatherly thing to 

do. I think that’s very masculine” (Associated Press 2011). How will Swedish children raised 

this way be socialized to parental gender norms? How might that be different from parental 

gender norms in Ethiopia? 
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Peer Groups 

A peer group is made up of people who are similar in age and social status and who share 

interests. Peer group socialization begins in the earliest years, such as when kids on a playground 

teach younger children the norms about taking turns or the rules of a game or how to shoot a 

basket. As children grow into teenagers, this process continues. Peer groups are important to 

adolescents in a new way, as they begin to develop an identity separate from their parents and 

exert independence. Additionally, peer groups provide their own opportunities for socialization 

since kids usually engage in different types of activities with their peers than they do with their 

families. Peer groups provide adolescents’ first major socialization experience outside the realm 

of their families. Interestingly, studies have shown that although friendships rank high in 

adolescents’ priorities, this is balanced by parental influence. 

Institutional Agents 

The social institutions of our culture also inform our socialization. Formal institutions—like 

schools, workplaces, and the government—teach people how to behave in and navigate these 

systems. Other institutions, like the media, contribute to socialization by inundating us with 

messages about norms and expectations.  

School 

Most American children spend about seven hours a day, 180 days a year, in school, which makes 

it hard to deny the importance school has on their socialization (U.S. Department of Education 

2004). Students are not only in school to study math, reading, science, and other subjects—the 

manifest function of this system. Schools also serve a latent function in society by socializing 

children into behaviors like teamwork, following a schedule, and using textbooks.  

School and classroom rituals, led by teachers serving as role models and leaders, regularly 

reinforce what society expects from children. Sociologists describe this aspect of schools as the 

hidden curriculum, the informal teaching done by schools. For example, in the United States, 

schools have built a sense of competition into the way grades are awarded and the way teachers 
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evaluate students (Bowles and Gintis 1976). When children participate in a relay race or a math 

contest, they learn that there are winners and losers in society.  

When children are required to work together on a project, they practice teamwork with other 

people in cooperative situations. The hidden curriculum prepares children for the adult world. 

Children learn how to deal with bureaucracy, rules, expectations, waiting their turn, and sitting 

still for hours during the day. Schools in different cultures socialize children differently in order to 

prepare them to function well in those cultures. The latent functions of teamwork and dealing 

with bureaucracy are features of American culture.  

Schools also socialize children by teaching them about citizenship and national  pride. In the 

United States, children are taught to say the Pledge of Allegiance. Most districts require classes 

about U.S. history and geography. As academic understanding of history evolves, textbooks in the 

United States have been scrutinized and revised to update attitudes toward other cultures as well 

as perspectives on historical events; thus, children are socialized to a different national or world 

history than earlier textbooks may have done. For example, information about the mistreatment 

of African Americans and Native American Indians more accurately reflects those events than in 

textbooks of the past. 

The Workplace 

Just as children spend much of their day at school, many American adults at some point invest a 

significant amount of time at a place of employment. Although socialized into their culture since 

birth, workers require new socialization into a workplace, both in terms of material culture (such 

as how to operate the copy machine) and nonmaterial culture (such as whether it’s okay to 

speak directly to the boss or how the refrigerator is shared). Different jobs require different types 

of socialization. In the past, many people worked a single job until retirement. Today, the trend is 

to switch jobs at least once a decade. Between the ages of 18 and 44, the average baby boomer 

of the younger set held 11 different jobs (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 2010). This means that 

people must become socialized to, and socialized by, a variety of work environments.  
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Religion 

While some religions may tend toward being an informal institution, this section focuses on 

practices related to formal institutions. Religion is an important avenue of socialization for many 

people. The United States is full of synagogues, temples, churches, mosques, and similar religious 

communities where people gather to worship and learn. Like other institutions, these places 

teach participants how to interact with the religion’s material culture (like a mezuzah, a prayer 

rug, or a communion wafer). For some people, important ceremonies related to family structure—

like marriage and birth—are connected to religious celebrations. Many of these institutions 

uphold gender norms and contribute to their enforcement through socialization. From 

ceremonial rites of passage that reinforce the family unit, to power dynamics which reinforce 

gender roles, religion fosters a shared set of socialized values that are passed on through society.  

 

Government 

Although we do not think about it, many of the rites of passage people go through today are  

based on age norms established by the government. To be defined as an “adult” usually means 

being 18 years old, the age at which a person becomes legally responsible for themselves. And 65 

is the start of “old age” since most people become eligible for senior benefits at that point.  

Each time we embark on one of these new categories—senior, adult, taxpayer—we must be 

socialized into this new role. Seniors must learn the ropes of Medicare, Social Security benefits, 

and getting a senior discount where they shop. When American males turn 18, they must register 

with the Selective Service System within 30 days to be entered into a database for possible 

military service. 

These government dictates mark the points at which we require socialization into a new 

category. 

 

Mass Media 
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Mass media refers to the distribution of impersonal information to a wide audience, such as what 

happens via television, newspapers, radio, and the Internet. With the average person spending 

over four hours a day in front of the TV (and children averaging even more screen time), media 

greatly influences social norms (Roberts, Foehr, and Rideout 2005). People learn about objects of 

material culture (like new technology and transportation options), as well as nonmaterial culture

—what is true (beliefs), what is important (values), and what is expected (norms). 

Importance of Socialization 

Without socialization, an individual would bear little resemblance to any human being defined as 

normal by the standards of his or her society. Some illustrative examples: 

1. It is reported that Akbar, who was an emperor in India from 1542 to 1602, ordered 

that a group of children be brought up without any instruction in language to test the 

belief that they would eventually speak Hebrew, the language of God. The children 

were raised by deaf mutes. They developed no spoken language and communicated 

solely by gestures (signs). One of the best documented cases of children raised by 

animals concerns the so-called ‘wolf-children of Midnapore’. Two females aged two 

and eight, were reportedly found in a wolf den in Bengal in 1920. They walked on all 

fours, preferred a diet of raw meat, they howled like wolves and lacked any form of 

speech. (in Haralambos & Holborn, 1990: 4) 

2. In the summer of 2005, police detective Mark Holste followed an investigator from the 

Department of Children and Families to a home in Plant City, Florida. They were there 

to look into a statement from the neighbor concerning a shabby house on Old Sydney 

Road. A small girl was reported peering from one of its broken windows. This seemed 

odd because no one in the neighborhood had seen a young child in or around the 

home, which had been inhabited for the past three years by a woman, her boyfriend, 

and two adult sons. Who was the mystery girl in the window?  
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Entering the house, Detective Holste and his team were shocked. It was the worst 

mess they’d ever seen, infested with cockroaches, smeared with feces and urine 

from both people and pets, and filled with dilapidated furniture and ragged window 

coverings. Detective Holste headed down a hallway and entered a small room. That’

s where he found the little girl, with big, vacant eyes, staring into the darkness. A 

newspaper report later described the detective’s first encounter with the child: “

She lay on a torn, moldy mattress on the floor. She was curled on her side . . . her ribs 

and collarbone jutted out . . . her black hair was matted, crawling with lice. Insect 

bites, rashes and sores pocked her skin . . . She was naked—except for a swollen diaper. 

… Her name, her mother said, was Danielle. She was almost seven years old” 

(DeGregory 2008). 

 

Detective Holste immediately carried Danielle out of the home. She was taken to a 

hospital for medical treatment and evaluation. Through extensive testing, doctors 

determined that, although she was severely malnourished, Danielle was able to see, 

hear, and vocalize normally. Still, she wouldn’t look anyone in the eyes, didn’t 

know how to chew or swallow solid food, didn’t cry, didn’t respond to stimuli that 

would typically cause pain, and didn’t know how to communicate either with words 

or simple gestures such as nodding “yes” or “no.” Likewise, although tests 

showed she had no chronic diseases or genetic abnormalities, the only way she could 

stand was with someone holding onto her hands, and she “walked sideways on her 

toes, like a crab” (DeGregory 2008).  

 

What had happened to Danielle? Put simply: beyond the basic requirements for 

survival, she had been neglected. Based on their investigation, social workers 

concluded that she had been left almost entirely alone in rooms like the one where 

she was found. Without regular interaction— the holding, hugging, talking, the 
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explanations and demonstrations given to most young children—she had not learned 

to walk or to speak, to eat or to interact, to play or even to understand the world 

around her.  

From a sociological point of view, Danielle had not had been socialized. 

 

Socialization is the process through which people are taught to be proficient members of a 

society. It describes the ways that people come to understand societal norms and expectations, 

to accept society’s beliefs, and to be aware of societal values. Socialization is not the same as 

socializing (interacting with others, like family, friends, and coworkers); to be precise, it is a 

sociological process that occurs through socializing. As Danielle’s story illustrates, even the 

most basic of human activities are learned. You may be surprised to know that even physical 

tasks like sitting, standing, and walking had not automatically developed for Danielle as she grew. 

And without socialization, Danielle hadn’t learned about the material culture of her society (the 

tangible objects a culture uses): for example, she couldn’t hold a spoon, bounce a ball, or use a 

chair for sitting. She also hadn’t learned its nonmaterial culture, such as its beliefs, values, and 

norms. She had no understanding of the concept of “family,” didn’t know cultural 

expectations for using a bathroom for elimination, and had no sense of modesty.  

 

Most importantly, she hadn’t learned to use the symbols that make up language—through which 

we learn about who we are, how we fit with other people, and the natural and social worlds in 

which we live. 

 

Sociologists have long been fascinated by circumstances like Danielle’s—in which a child receives 

sufficient human support to survive, but virtually no social interaction—because they highlight 

how much we depend on social interaction to provide the information and skills that we need to 

be part of society or even to develop a “self.” 
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2.4. Culture & Behavior  

Members of a society usually take their culture for granted – it has become so much a part of 

them that they are often unaware of its existence. The following example gives an interesting 

illustration: 

“Two individuals, one from North America, the other from South America, are conversing in a hall 

40 feet long. They begin at one end of the hall and finish at the other end, the North American 

steadily retreating, the South American relentlessly advancing. Each trying to establish the 

‘accustomed conversational distance’ defined by his culture. For the North American, his South 

American counterpart comes too close for comfort whereas the South American feels uneasy 

conversing at the distance his partner demands. Often it takes meetings such as this to reveal the 

pervasive nature of culturally determined behavior.” (Haralambos & Holborn, 1990: 3)  

However to a large degree, culture determines how members of a society think and feel – it 

directs their actions and defines their outlook on life. It defines accepted ways of behaving for 

members of a particular society. Such definitions of acceptable behavior can vary from society to 

society.  

Blinking while another person talks may be hardly noticeable to North Americans, but the same 

behavior is considered impolite in Taiwan. A “V” sign made with two fingers means “victory” in 

most of the Western world—as long as the palm is facing out. But in some European countries 

the same sign with the palm facing in roughly means “shove it.” The beckoning finger motion that 

is familiar to Americans is an insulting gesture in most Middle and Far Eastern countries.  

Even beliefs about the very value of talk differ from one culture to another. North American 

culture views talk as desirable and use it to achieve social purposes as well as to perform tasks. 

Silence in conversational situations has a negative value in this culture. It is likely to be 

interpreted as lack of interest, unwillingness to communicate, hostility, anxiety, shyness, or a sig n 

of interpersonal incompatibility. Westerners are uncomfortable with silence, which they find 

embarrassing and awkward. Furthermore, the kind of talk that Westerners admire is 
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characterized by straightforwardness and honesty. Being indirect or vague—”beating around the 

bush,” it might be labeled—has a negative connotation. 

On the other hand, most Asian cultures discourage the expression of thoughts and feelings. 

Silence is valued, as Taoist sayings indicate: “In much talk there is great weariness,” or “O ne who 

speaks does not know; one who knows does not speak.” Unlike Westerners, who are 

uncomfortable with silence, Japanese and Chinese believe that remaining quiet is the proper 

state when there is nothing to be said. To Easterners, a talkative person is often considered a 

show-off or insincere. And when an Asian does speak up on social matters, the message is likely 

to be phrased indirectly to “save face” for the recipient.  

2.4.1. Impact on Perception 

Culture provides a perceptual filter that influences the way we interpret even the simplest 

events. This fact was demonstrated in studies exploring the domination of vision in one eye over 

the other. Researchers used a binocular-like device that projects different images to each eye. 

The subjects were twelve Americans and twelve Mexicans. Each was presented with ten pairs of 

photographs, each pair containing one picture from U.S. culture (e.g., a baseball game) and one 

from Mexican culture (e.g., a bullfight). After viewing each pair of images, the subjects reported 

what they saw. The results clearly indicated the power of culture to influence perceptions: 

Subjects had a strong tendency to see the image from their own cultural background.  

2.4.2. Impact on individual self-concept 

Culture also affects individual’s conceptions of themselves in a range of ways.  Most Western 

cultures are highly individualistic, whereas other cultures—most Asian ones, for example— are 

traditionally much more collective. When asked to identify themselves, Americans, Canadians, 

Australians, and Europeans would probably respond by giving their first name, surname, street, 

town, and country. Many Asians do it the other way around. If you ask Hindus for their identity, 

they will give you their caste and village as well as their name. The Sanskrit formula for identifying 

one’s self begins with lineage and goes on to family and house and ends with one’s personal 
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name. 

 
These conventions for naming aren’t just cultural curiosities: they reflect a very different way of 

viewing one’s self. In collective cultures a person gains identity by belonging to a group. This 

means that the degree of interdependence among members of the society and its subgroups is 

much higher. Feelings of pride and self-worth are likely to be shaped not only by what the  

individual does, but also by the behavior of other members of the community. This linkage to 

others explains the traditional Asian denial of self-importance—a strong contrast to the self-

promotion that is common in individualistic Western cultures. In Chinese written language, for 

example, the pronoun “I” looks very similar to the word for “selfish. 

 
This sort of cultural difference isn’t just an anthropological and sociological curiosity. It shows up 

in the level of comfort or anxiety that people feel when communicating. In societies where the 

need to conform is great, there is a higher degree of communication apprehension. For example, 

as a group, residents of China, Korea, and Japan exhibit significantly more anxiety about speaking 

out than do members of individualistic cultures such as the United States and Australia. It’s 

important to realize that different levels of communication apprehension don’t mean that 

shyness is a “problem” in some cultures. In fact, just the opposite is true: In these cultures, 

reticence is valued. When the goal is to avoid being the nail that sticks out, it’s logical to feel 

nervous when you make yourself appear different by calling attention to yourself. A self-concept 

that includes “assertive” might make a Westerner feel proud, but in much of Asia it would more 

likely be cause for shame. 
 
The table below summarizes some differences between individualistic Western cultures  and 

more collective Asian ones: 
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The difference between individualism and collectivism shows up in everyday interaction. 

Communication researcher Stella Ting-Toomey has developed a theory that explains cultural 

differences in important norms, such as honesty and directness. She suggests that in 

individualistic Western cultures where there is a strong “I” orientation, the norm of speaking 

directly is honored, whereas in collectivistic cultures where the main desire is to build 

connections between the self and others, indirect approaches that maintain harmony are 

considered more desirable.“I gotta be me” could be the motto of a Westerner, but “If I hurt you, I 

hurt myself” is closer to the Asian way of thinking. 

2.5. Popular Culture, Subculture and Cultural Change 
Culture denotes all the knowledge, technologies, values, beliefs, customs and behaviors common to 

people.  It may seem obvious that there are a multitude of cultural differences between societies in the 

world. After all, we can easily see that people vary from one society to the next. It’s natural that a young 

woman from rural Kenya would have a very different view of the world from an elderly man in Mumbai—

one of the most populated cities in the world. Additionally, each culture has its own internal variations. 

Sometimes the differences between cultures are not nearly as large as the differences inside cultures. 

Simple societies may have only a single integrated culture that is shared by everyone. Complex societies 

can accommodate many layers and levels of cultures and subcultures. 
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2.5.1. High Culture and Popular Culture 

Do you prefer listening to opera or hip hop music? Do you read books of poetry or celebrity magazines? In 

each pair, one type of entertainment is considered high-brow and the other low-brow. Sociologists use the 

term high culture to describe the pattern of cultural experiences and attitudes that exist in the highest 

class segments of a society. People often associate high culture with intellectualism, political power, and 

prestige. In America, high culture also tends to be associated with wealth. Events considered high culture 

can be expensive and formal—attending a ballet, seeing a play, or listening to a live symphony 

performance. 

The term popular culture refers to the pattern of cultural experiences and attitudes that exist in 

mainstream society. Popular culture events might include a parade, a baseball game, or the season finale 

of a TV show. Rock and pop music—“pop” short for “popular”—are part of popular culture. In modern 

times, popular culture is often expressed and spread via commercial media such as radio, television, 

movies, the music industry, publishers, and corporate-run websites. Unlike high culture, popular culture is 

known and accessible to most people. You can share a discussion of favorite football teams with a new 

coworker, or comment on “American Idol”  when making small talk in line at the grocery store. But if 

you tried to launch into a deep discussion on the classical Greek play Antigone, few members of American 

society today would be familiar with it. 

Although high culture may be viewed as superior to popular culture, the labels of high culture and popular 

culture vary over time and place. Shakespearean plays, considered pop culture when they were written, 

are now among our society’s high culture. Five hundred years from now, will our descendants associate 

watching Prison Break with members of the cultural elite? 

2.5.2. Subculture and Counterculture 

A subculture is just as it sounds—a smaller cultural group within a larger culture; people of a subculture are 

part of the larger culture, but also share a specific identity within a smaller group.  

Thousands of subcultures exist within the United States. Ethnic and racial groups share the language, food, 

and customs of their heritage. Other subcultures are united by shared experiences. Biker culture revolves 

around a dedication to motorcycles. Some subcultures are formed by members who possess traits or 

preferences that differ from the majority of a society’s population. The body modification community 

embraces aesthetic additions to the human body, such as tattoos, piercings, and certain forms of plastic 

surgery. In the United States, adolescents often form subcultures to develop a shared youth identity. 
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Alcoholics Anonymous offers support to those suffering from alcoholism. But even as members of a 

subculture band together, they still identify with and participate in the larger society. 

Sociologists distinguish subcultures from countercultures, which are a type of subculture that rejects 

some of the larger culture’s norms and values. In contrast to subcultures, which operate relatively 

smoothly within the larger society, countercultures might actively defy larger society by developing their 

own set of rules and norms to live by, sometimes even creating communities that operate outside of 

greater society. 

Cults, a word derived from culture, are also considered counterculture group. The group “Yearning for 

Zion”  (YFZ) in Eldorado, Texas, existed outside the mainstream, and the limelight, until its leader was 

accused of statutory rape and underage marriage. The sect’s formal norms clashed too severely to be 

tolerated by U.S. law, and in 2008, authorities raided the compound, removing more than two hundred 

women and children from the property. 

2.5.3. Cultural Change 

Culture is always evolving. Moreover, new things are added to material culture every day, and they affect 

nonmaterial culture as well. Cultures change when something new (say, railroads or smartphones) opens 

up new ways of living and when new ideas enter a culture (say, as a result of travel or globalization). 

Innovation: Discovery and Invention 

An innovation refers to an object or concept’s initial appearance in society—it’s innovative because it is 

markedly new. There are two ways to come across an innovative object or idea: discover it or invent it. 

Discoveries make known previously unknown but existing aspects of reality. In 1610, when Galileo looked 

through his telescope and discovered Saturn, the planet was already there, but until then, no one had 

known about it. When Christopher Columbus encountered America, the land was, of course, already well 

known to its inhabitants. However, Columbus’s discovery was new knowledge for Europeans, and it 

opened the way to changes in European culture, as well as to the cultures of the discovered lands. For 

example, new foods such as potatoes and tomatoes transformed the European diet, and horses brought 

from Europe changed hunting practices of Native American tribes of the Great Plains. 

Inventions result when something new is formed from existing objects or concepts—when things are put 

together in an entirely new manner. In the late 1800s and early 1900s, electric appliances were invented 

at an astonishing pace. Cars, airplanes, vacuum cleaners, lamps, radios, telephones, and televisions were 
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all new inventions. Inventions may shape a culture when people use them in place of older ways of 

carrying out activities and relating to others, or as a way to carry out new kinds of activities. Their 

adoption reflects (and may shape) cultural values, and their use may require new norms for new 

situations. 

Consider the introduction of modern communication technology such as mobile phones and 

smartphones. As more and more people began carrying these devices, phone conversations no longer 

were restricted to homes, offices, and phone booths. People on trains, in restaurants, and in other public 

places became annoyed by listening to one-sided conversations. Norms were needed for cell phone use. 

Some people pushed for the idea that those who are out in the world should pay attention to their 

companions and surroundings. However, technology enabled a workaround: texting, which enables quiet 

communication, and has surpassed phoning as the chief way to meet today’s highly valued ability to stay 

in touch anywhere, everywhere. 

When the pace of innovation increases, it can lead to generation gaps. Technological gadgets that catch on 

quickly with one generation are sometimes dismissed by a skeptical older generation. A culture’s objects 

and ideas can cause not just generational but cultural gaps. Material culture tends to diffuse more quickly 

than nonmaterial culture; technology can spread through society in a matter of months, but it can take 

generations for the ideas and beliefs of society to change. Sociologist William F. Ogburn coined the term 

culture lag to refer to this time that elapses between when a new item of material culture is introduced 

and when it becomes an accepted part of nonmaterial culture (Ogburn 1957). 

Culture lag can also cause tangible problems. The infrastructure of the United States, built a hundre d years 

ago or more, is having trouble supporting today’s more heavily populated and fast-paced life. Yet there 

is a lag in conceptualizing solutions to infrastructure problems. Rising fuel prices, increased air pollution, 

and traffic jams are all symptoms of culture lag. Although people are becoming aware of the 

consequences of overusing resources, the means to support changes takes time to achieve. 
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Sociologist Ev erett Rogers (1962) dev eloped a model of the diffusion of innov ations. As consumers gradually adopt a new innov ation, the item grows 

toward a market share of  100 percent, or complete saturation within a society. (Graph courtesy of  Tungsten/Wikimedia Commons) 

 

Diffusion and Globalization 

The integration of world markets and technological advances of the last decades have allowed for greater 

exchange between cultures through the processes of globalization and diffusion. Beginning in the 1980s, 

Western governments began to deregulate social services while granting greater liberties to private 

businesses. As a result, world markets became dominated by multinational companies in the 1980s, a new 

state of affairs at that time. We have since come to refer to this integration of international trade and 

finance markets as globalization. Increased communications and air travel have further opened doors 

for international business relations, facilitating the flow not only of goods but of information and people 

as well (Scheuerman 2010). Today, many U.S. companies set up offices in other nations where the costs of 

resources and labor are cheaper. When a person in the United States calls to get information about 

banking, insurance, or computer services, the person taking that call may be working in India or Indonesia. 

Alongside the process of globalization is diffusion, or, the spread of material and nonmaterial culture. 

While globalization refers to the integration of markets, diffusion relates a similar process to the 

integration of international cultures. Middle-class Americans can fly overseas and return with a new 

appreciation of Thai noodles or Italian gelato. Access to television and the Internet has brought the 
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lifestyles and values portrayed in American sitcoms into homes around the globe. Twitter feeds from 

public demonstrations in one nation have encouraged political protesters in other countries. When this 

kind of diffusion occurs, material objects and ideas from one culture are introduced into another. 

2.6. Theoretical Perspectives on Culture 
Music, fashion, technology, and values—all are products of culture. But what do they mean? How do 

sociologists perceive and interpret culture based on these material and nonmaterial items? Let’s finish 

our analysis of culture by reviewing them in the context of three theoretical perspectives: functionalism, 

conflict theory, and symbolic interactionism. 

Functionalists view society as a system in which all parts work—or function—together to create society as a 

whole. In this way, societies need culture to exist. Cultural norms function to support the fluid operation 

of society, and cultural values guide people in making choices. Just as members of a society work together 

to fulfill a society’s needs, culture exists to meet its members’  basic needs. 

Functionalists also study culture in terms of values. Education is an important concept in the United States 

because it is valued. The culture of education—including material culture such as classrooms, textbooks, 

libraries, dormitories—supports the emphasis placed on the value of educating a society’s members. 

 

This statue of Superman stands in the center of Metropolis, Illinois. His pedestal reads “Truth—Justice—The American Way .” How would a f unctionalist 

interpret this statue? What does it rev eal about the v alues of American culture? (Photo courtesy of Dav id Wilson/flickr) 
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Conflict theorists view social structure as inherently unequal, based on power differentials related to 

issues like class, gender, race, and age. For a conflict theorist, culture is seen as reinforcing  and 

perpetuating those inequalities and differences in power. Women strive for equality in a male dominated 

society. Senior citizens struggle to protect their rights, their health care, and their independence from a 

younger generation of lawmakers. Advocacy groups such as the American Civil Liberties Union work to 

protect the rights of all races and ethnicities in the United States. 

Inequalities exist within a culture’s value system. Therefore, a society’s cultural norms benefit some 

people but hurt others. Some norms, formal and informal, are practiced at the expense of others. Women 

were not allowed to vote in the United States until 1920. Gay and lesbian couples have been denied the 

right to marry until a few recent opportunities have emerged. Racism and bigotry are very much alive 

today. Although cultural diversity is supposedly valued in the United States, many people still frown upon 

interracial marriages. Same-sex marriages are banned in most states, and polygamy—common in some 

cultures—is unthinkable to most Americans. 

At the core of conflict theory is the effect of economic production and materialism: dependence on 

technology in rich nations versus a lack of technology and education in poor nations. Conflict theorists 

believe that a society’s system of material production has an effect on the rest of culture. People who 

have less power also have less ability to adapt to cultural change. This view contrasts with the perspective 

of functionalism. In the US culture of capitalism, to illustrate, we continue to strive toward the promise of 

the American dream, which perpetuates the belief that the wealthy deserve their privileges. 

Symbolic interactionism is a sociological perspective that is most concerned with the face-to-face 

interactions between members of society. Interactionists see culture as being created and maintained by 

the ways people interact and in how individuals interpret each other’s actions. Proponents of this theory 

conceptualize human interactions as a continuous process of deriving meaning from both objects in the 

environment and the actions of others. This is where the term symbolic comes into play. Every object and 

action has a symbolic meaning, and language serves as a means for people to represent and communicate 

their interpretations of these meanings to others. Those who believe in symbolic interactionism perceive 

culture as highly dynamic and fluid, as it is dependent on how meaning is interpreted and how individuals 

interact when conveying these meanings. 
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We began this chapter by asking what culture is. Culture is comprised of all the practices, beliefs, and 

behaviors of a society. Because culture is learned, it includes how people think and express themselves. 

While we may like to consider ourselves individuals, we must acknowledge the impact of culture; we 

inherit thought language that shapes our perceptions and patterned behavior, including about issues of 

family and friends, and faith and politics. 

To an extent, culture is a social comfort. After all, sharing a similar culture with others is precisely what 

defines societies. Nations would not exist if people did not coexist culturally. There could be no societies if 

people did not share heritage and language, and civilization would cease to function if people did not 

agree to similar values and systems of social control. Culture is preserved through transmission from one 

generation to the next, but it also evolves through processes of innovation, discovery, and cultural 

diffusion. We may be restricted by the confines of our own culture, but as humans we have the ability to 

question values and make conscious decisions.  

 

Sources: 

Materials are made up of excerpts from the following texts: 
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CollinsEducational 

 OpenStax College, Introduction to Sociology, OpenStax College 21 June 2012. 

<http://cnx.org/content/col11407/latest/>. 
 Scott, J. and Marshall, G. (2005) Oxford Dictionary of Sociology, Oxford: Oxford University Press 
 Course Materials: Media, Communication and Culture, compiled by Deribe Teshome, Addis Ababa 
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Chapter 3: Introduction to Communication 

3.1. Defining Communication 

3.1.1. What is communication?  

Communication is one of those human activities that everyone recognizes but few can define 

satisfactorily. It is the most common and mundane of human experiences; difficult to recognize 

just like the fish doesn’t recognize water; communication creates the ambience (water) of human 

existence. 

In everyday usage the term communication can be used to refer to the act of sharing information, 

news, ideas and feelings or to social contact.  It is derived from the Latin communicare, which 

means to share. The Oxford English Dictionary defines it as: 

1. The imparting or exchanging of information by speaking, writing or using some other 

medium 

2. Means of sending or receiving information such as telephone lines or computers  

3. Means of travelling or transporting goods such as road or railways 

Within the social sciences and more specifically within the field of sociology, communication 

refers to: 

“The process of establishing meaning, found in all situations, and hence a very wide -

ranging concern of social scientists generally… The structure and effectiveness of 

communication can have substantial consequences for the functioning of social systems.” 

(Oxford Dictionary of Sociology, 2005)  

Sociologists seek to understand the process of communication because it is a crucial feature of 

human societies.  It is a process that touches on identity, culture, society, meaning, social 

interaction and the transmission of information, thoughts and ideas. 
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3.1.2. Key Characteristics 

Communication is Human 

Communication is an intrinsic part of human life. Indeed there are many would argue that human 

society as we know it would not exist without communication. It is through communication that 

human beings learn about and in turn share information, ideas, thoughts and feelings with each 

other. It is the way that human beings have social contact. It is therefore an essential area of 

interest to sociologists, who by definition seek to understand human society.  

Communication is a Process 

Whilst it is sometimes easy to think of communication as discrete, as being static, it is actually 

essentially a process. In a process events and relationships  are dynamic, ongoing, ever-changing 

and continuous.  When we label something as a process, we also mean that it does not have a 

beginning, an end, a fixed sequence of events. It is not static, at rest. It is moving. The ingredients 

within a process interact; each affects all the others.  

We often talk about communication as if it occurred in discrete, individual acts such as one 

person’s utterance or a conversation. But communication is essentially a process. When 

communication is referred to as a process it means it is always changing, always in motion. 

Communication as a process, therefore, is a series of actions, something that may be better 

thought of as a continuum, rather than a point. The notion of communication as a process 

involves, at least, some time dimension which means that the characteristics, causes, and 

consequences of some communication act are subject to change over the life of the act. A key 

element in communication, then, is this concept of “change.” 

3.2. Unpacking the Concept of Communication 

3.2.1. Structure of Communication 

In order to understand the communication structure (i.e. the process of communication) that 

exists in every simple and complex social system, communication research often works from a 

model that asks: 
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Who says what in which channel to whom and with what effects? 

Communication usually has as its central components:  

 Senders – producers 

 Messages – codes 

 Receivers – audiences 

This understanding of the communication process is sometimes criticized for painting too linear a 

flow, since feedback loops can occur at all stages of the communication process. However the 

basic components of the process remain true.  

It is also important to note that there is a distinction between the formal and actual structures of 

communication. 

 Formal structures are defined as publicly recognized social roles  - e.g. the hierarchy of 

offices in a bureaucratic organization 

 Actual structures refers to the structure of interaction as it actually occurs – may include 

various forms of informal communication through unofficial channels 

3.2.2. Components of communication 

In order to better understand the communication process it is essential to further unpack the 

central components mentioned above.  

People 

People are involved in the human communication process in two roles—as both the sources and 

the receivers of messages. A source initiates a message, and a receiver is the intended target of 

the message. Individuals do not perform these two roles independently. Instead, they are the 

sources and the receivers of messages simultaneously and continually. 
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People do not respond uniformly to all messages, nor do they always provide the same messages 

in exactly the same way. Individual characteristics, including race, sex, age, culture, values, and 

attitudes, affect the ways people send and receive messages. 

The Message 

The message is the verbal and nonverbal form of the idea, thought, or feeling that one person 

(the source) wishes to communicate to another person or group of people (the receivers). The 

message is the content of the interaction. The message includes the symbols (words and phrases) 

you use to communicate your ideas, as well as your facial expressions, bodily movements, 

gestures, physical contact, tone of voice, and other nonverbal codes. The message may be 

relatively brief and easy to understand or long and complex. Some experts believe that real 

communication stems only from messages that are intentional, or have a purpose.  

The Channel 

The channel is the means by which a message moves from the source to the receiver of the 

message. A message moves from one place to another, from one person to another, by traveling 

through a medium, or channel. Airwaves, sound waves, twisted copper wires, glass fibers, and 

cable are all communication channels. Airwaves and cable are two of the various channels 

through which you receive television messages. Radio messages move through sound waves. 

Computer images (and sound, if there is any) travel through light waves, and sometimes both 

light and sound waves. In person-to-person communication, you send your messages through a 

channel of sound waves and light waves that enable receivers to see and hear you.  

Feedback 

Feedback is the receiver’s verbal and nonverbal response to the source’s message. Ideally, you 

respond to another person’s messages by providing feedback so that the source knows the 

message was received as intended. Feedback is part of any communication situation.  
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Code 

A computer carries messages via binary code on cable, wire, or fiber; similarly, you converse with 

others by using a code called “language.” A code is a systematic arrangement of symbols used to 

create meanings in the mind of another person or persons. Words, phrases, and sentences 

become “symbols” that are used to evoke images, thoughts, and ideas in the mind of others.  

Encoding and Decoding 

If communication involves the use of codes, the process of communicating can be viewed as one 

of encoding and decoding. Encoding is defined as the process of translating an idea or a thought 

into a code. Decoding is the process of assigning meaning to that idea or thought.  

Noise 

In the communication process, noise is any interference in the encoding and decoding processes 

that reduces the clarity of a message. Noise can be physical, such as loud sounds; distracting 

sights, such as a piece of food between someone’s front teeth; or an unusual behavior, such as 

someone standing too close for comfort. Noise can be mental, psychological, or semantic, such as 

daydreams about a loved one, worry about the bills, pain from a tooth, or uncertainty about what 

the other person’s words mean. Noise can be anything that interferes with receiving, 

interpreting, or providing feedback about a message. 

3.2.3. Types of Communication 

Communication occurs through five modes. Namely: 

 Intrapersonal communication – concerned with internal conversations with one’s self 

 Interpersonal communication – concerned with face to face interaction and often studies 

paralanguages such as body movements and spatial arrangements  

 Group communication – the study of group dynamics 

 Mass communication – involving messages sent from mass sources in mass ways to mass 

audiences, usually to make mass money 
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 Computer Mediated Communication (CMC) – includes human communication and 

information shared through communication networks  

3.3. Symbols and Language 

Humans, consciously and subconsciously, are always striving to make sense of their surrounding world. 

Symbols—such as gestures, signs, objects, signals, and words—help people understand the world. 

Symbols provide clues to understanding experiences. They convey recognizable meanings that are shared 

by societies. The world is filled with symbols. Sports uniforms, company logos, and traffic signs are 

symbols. In some cultures, a gold ring is a symbol of marriage. Some symbols are highly functional; stop 

signs, for instance, provide useful instruction. As physical objects, they belong to material culture, but 

because they function as symbols, they also convey nonmaterial cultural meanings. Some symbols are only 

valuable in what they represent. Trophies, blue ribbons, or gold medals, for example, serve no other 

purpose other than to represent accomplishments. But many objects have both material and nonmaterial 

symbolic value. 

A police officer’s badge and uniform are symbols of authority and law enforcement. The sight of an 

officer in uniform or a squad car triggers reassurance in some citizens, and annoyance, fear, or anger in 

others. 

It’s easy to take symbols for granted. Few people challenge or even think about stick figure signs on the 

doors of public bathrooms. But those figures are more than just symbols that tell men and women which 

bathrooms to use. They also uphold the value, in the United States, that public restrooms should be 

gender exclusive. Even though stalls are relatively private, most places don’t offer unisex bathrooms. 

Symbols often get noticed when they are used out of context. Used unconventionally, symbols convey 

strong messages. A stop sign on the door of a corporation makes a political statement, as does a 

camouflage military jacket worn in an antiwar protest. Today, some college students have taken to 

wearing pajamas and bedroom slippers to class, clothing that was formerly associated only with privacy 

and bedtime. Though students might deny it, the outfit defies traditional cultural norms and makes a 

statement. 
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Even the destruction of symbols is symbolic. Effigies representing public figures are beaten to 

demonstrate anger at certain leaders. In 1989, crowds tore down the Berlin Wall, a decades-old symbol of 

the division between East and West Germany, communism, and capitalism. Connections:  

While different cultures have varying systems of symbols, there is one that is common to all: language. 

Language is a symbolic system through which people communicate and through which culture is 

transmitted. Some languages contain a system of symbols used for written communication, while others 

rely only on spoken communication and nonverbal actions. Societies often share a single language, and 

many languages contain the same basic elements. An alphabet is a written system made of symbolic 

shapes that refer to spoken sound. Taken together, these symbols convey specific meanings. The English 

alphabet uses a combination of 26 letters to create words; these 26 letters make up over 600,000 

recognized English words (OED Online 2011). 

Rules for speaking and writing vary even within cultures, most notably by region. Do you refer to a can of 

carbonated liquid as “soda,” pop,”  or “Coke”? Is a household entertainment room a “family room,

” “rec room,”  or “den”? When leaving a restaurant, do you ask your server for a “check,”  the 

“ticket,”  or your “bill”? 

Language is constantly evolving as societies create new ideas. In this age of technology, people have 

adapted almost instantly to new nouns such as “e-mail” and “Internet,”  and verbs such as “

downloading,”  “texting,” and “blogging.”  Twenty years ago, the general public would have 

considered these nonsense words. 

Even while it constantly evolves, language continues to shape our reality. This insight was established in 

the 1920s by two linguists, Edward Sapir and Benjamin Whorf. They believed that reality is culturally 

determined, and that any interpretation of reality is based on a society’s language. To prove this point, 

the sociologists argued that every language has words or expressions specific to that language. In the 

United States, for example, the number 13 is associated with bad luck. In Japan, however, the number 

four is considered unlucky, since it is pronounced similarly to the Japanese word for “death.” 

The Sapir-Whorf hypothesis is based on the idea that people experience their world through their 

language, and that they therefore understand their world through the culture embedded in their 



Media, Communication & Culture  Department of Sociology
  

Reading Materials  University of Gondar 
2016 
 
 

Binilasta.com   51 | P a g e  
 

language. The hypothesis, which has also been called linguistic relativity, states that language shapes 

thought (Swoyer 2003). Studies have shown, for instance, that unless people have access to the word “

ambivalent,”  they don’t recognize an experience of uncertainty due to conflicting positive and negative 

feelings about one issue. Essentially, the hypothesis argues, if a person can’t describe the experience, 

the person is not having the experience. 

In addition to using language, people communicate without words. Nonverbal communication is symbolic, 

and, as in the case of language, much of it is learned through one’s culture. Some gestures are nearly 

universal: smiles often represent joy and crying often represents sadness. Other nonverbal symbols vary 

across cultural contexts in their meaning. A thumbs-up, for example, indicates positive reinforcement in 

the United States, whereas in Russia and Australia, it is an offensive curse (Passero 2002). Other gestures 

vary in meaning depending on the situation and the person. A wave of the hand can mean many things, 

depending on how it’s done and for whom. It may mean “hello,”  “goodbye,”“no thank you”, or 

“I’m royalty.” Winks convey a variety of messages, including “We have a secret,””I’m only 

kidding,”  or “I’m attracted to you.”  From a distance, a person can understand the emotional gist of 

two people in conversation just by watching their body language and facial expressions. Furrowed brows 

and folded arms indicate a serious topic, possibly an argument. Smiles, with heads lifted and arms open, 

suggest a lighthearted, friendly chat. 

3.3.1. Language Defined 

The following definition by Haviland et.al provides a comprehensive definition of language: 

Language is a system of communication using sounds and/or gestures that are put 

together according to certain rules, resulting in meanings that are based on agreement by 

a society and intelligible to all who share that language (Hailand et.al 2006: 90) 

 

Without our capacity for complex language, human culture as we know it could not exist. 

Languages are shared by people who belong to societies that have their own distinctive cultures. 

Social variables, such as age, gender, and economic status, may influence how people use 

language. Moreover, people communicate what is meaningful to them, and that is largely defined 
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by their particular culture. In fact, our use of language has an effect on, and is influenced by, our 

culture. 

Sociologists and Anthropologists theorize that human language probably began as a system of 

gestures with elementary patterns or rules that grew more complex over time. A key factor in its 

growing complexity may have been an emerging awareness among our ancient ancestors that 

planning ahead for a variety of possible circumstances increased the likelihood of survival. 

Because speech is a product of muscular movements, spoken language may have emerged as the 

muscles of the mouth and vocal tract were favored through natural selection; speaking would 

have increased survivability because it allowed people to use their hands for other things as they 

talked, and it permitted communication with others without having to be in full view. 

3.3.2. Characteristics of language 

Humans speak about ten thousand dialects. Although, most of these sound different from one 

another, all possess the same characteristics of language: a collection of symbols governed by 

rules and used to convey messages between individuals (Ronald and George 2006). A closer look 

at this definition can explain how language operates and suggest how we can use it more 

effectively. 
 

Language is symbolic 
 
There’s nothing natural about calling your loyal four-footed companion a “dog” or the object 

you’re reading right now a “lecture notes.”These words, like virtually all language, are symbols —

arbitrary constructions that represent a communicator’s thoughts. Not all linguistic symbols are 

spoken or written words. Speech and writing aren’t the only forms of language. Sign language, as 

“spoken” by most deaf people, is symbolic in nature and not the pantomime it might seem. There 

are literally hundreds of different sign languages spoken around the world that represent the 

same ideas differently. These distinct languages include American Sign Language, British Sign 

Language, French Sign Language, Danish Sign Language, Chinese Sign Language—even Australian 

Aboriginal and Mayan sign languages. 
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Symbols are more than just labels: They are the way we experience the world. You can prove this 

fact by trying a simple experiment. Work up some saliva in your mouth, and then spit it into a 

glass. Take a good look, and then drink it up. Most people find this process mildly disgusting. But 

ask yourself why this is so. After all, we swallow our own saliva all the time. The answer arises out 

of the symbolic labels we use. After the saliva is in the glass, we call it spit and think of it in a 

different way. In other words, our reaction is to the name, not the thing.  
 
The naming process operates in virtually every situation. How you react to a stranger will depend 

on the symbols you use to categorize him or her: gay (or straight), religious (or not), attractive (or 

unattractive), and so on. 

Meanings are in people, not words 

 

Ask a dozen people what the same symbol means, and you are likely to get twelve different 

answers. Take the Ethiopian flag as an example. For the Ethiopians, it does bring up associations 

of patriots giving their lives for their country. But, for non Ethiopian citizens it does not bring 

about the same meaning. How about a holy cross: What does it mean for Christian and non 

Christian believers? Obviously, the meanings it conveys differs depend upon whether people are 

Christian believers or non Christian believers. 

 

As with physical symbols, the place to look for meaning in language isn’t in the words themselves, 

but rather in the way people make sense of them.  

Problems arise when people mistakenly assume that others use words in the same way they do. 

It’s possible to have an argument about feminism without ever realizing that you and the other 

person are using the word to represent entirely different things. The same goes for 

environmentalism, Republicans, rock music, and thousands upon thousands of other symbols. 

Words don’t mean; people do—and often in widely different ways. 

As one French proverb puts it: The spoken word belongs half to the one who speaks it and half to 
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the one who hears. 
 

Language is rule-governed 
 
Languages contain several types of rules. Phonological rules govern how words sound when 

pronounced. Phonological rules aren’t the only ones that govern the way we use language to 

communicate. Syntactic rules govern the structure of language—the way symbols can be 

arranged. Semantic rules deal with the meaning of specific words. Semantic rules are what make 

it possible for us to agree that “bikes” are for riding and “books” are for reading; they also help us 

to know whom we will and won’t encounter when we open doors marked “men” or “women.” 

Without semantic rules, communication would be impossible, because each of us would use 

symbols in unique ways, unintelligible to one another. Pragmatic rules govern how people use 

language in everyday interaction. Consider the example of a male boss saying “You look very 

pretty today” to a female employee. It’s easy to imagine how the subordinate might be offended 

by a comment that her boss considered an innocent remark. Scholars of language have pointed 

out several levels at which the rules each person uses can differ. 

3.3.3. The power of language 
 
On the most obvious level, language allows us to satisfy basic functions such as describing ideas, 

making requests, and solving problems. But beyond these functions, the way we use language 

also influences others and reflects our attitudes in more subtle ways. 

Language shapes attitude 
 
The power of language to shape ideas has been recognized throughout history. The first chapters 

of the Bible report that Adam’s dominion over animals was demonstrated by his being given the 

power to give them names. As we will now see, our speech—sometimes consciously and 

sometimes not—shapes others’ values, attitudes, and beliefs in a variety of ways. 
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 Naming: “What’s in a name?” Juliet asked rhetorically. If Romeo had been a social 

scientist, he would have answered, “A great deal.” Research has demonstrated that 

names are more than just a simple means of identification: They shape the way others 

think of us, the way we view ourselves, and the way we act. Think of the attitude of 

people regarding a “Doctor” vs. “Farmer”, “men” vs. “women” and so on  

 Credibility: Scholarly speaking is a good example of how speech style influences 

perception. We refer to what has been called the Dr. Fox hypothesis. “An apparently 

legitimate speaker who utters an unintelligible message will be judged competent by an 

audience in the speaker’s area of apparent expertise.” The Dr. Fox hypothesis got its 

name from one Dr. Myron L. Fox, who delivered a talk followed by a half-hour discussion 

on “Mathematical Game Theory as Applied to Physical Education.”The audience included 

psychiatrists, psychologists, social workers, and educators. Questionnaires collected after 

the session revealed that these educated listeners found the lecture clear and 

stimulating. Despite his warm reception by this learned audience, Fox was a complete 

fraud  
 

 Status: Studies have demonstrated that the power of speech to influence status is a fact. 

Several factors combine to create positive or negative impressions: accent, choice of 

words, speech rate, and even the apparent age of a speaker. In most cases, speakers of 

standard dialect are rated higher than nonstandard speakers in a variety of ways: They are 

viewed as more competent and more self-confident, and the content of their messages is 

rated more favorably. The unwillingness or inability of a communicator to use the 

standard dialect fluently can have serious consequences. For instance, speakers of Black 

English, a distinctive dialect with its own accent, grammar, syntax, and semantic rules, are 

rated as less intelligent, professional, capable, socially acceptable, and employable by 

speakers of standard English 

 Sexism and racism: By now it should be clear that the power of language to shape 
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attitudes goes beyond individual cases and influences how we perceive entire groups  of 

people. For example, Miller and Swift (2003) argue that some aspects of language suggest 

women are of lower status than men. Miller and Swift contend that, except for words 

referring to females by definition, such as mother and actress, English defines many 

nonsexual concepts as male  
 

Language reflects attitude 
 
Besides shaping the way we view ourselves and others, language reflects our attitudes. Feelings 

of control, attraction, commitment, responsibility—all these and more are reflected in the way 

we use language. 
 

 Power: Communication researchers have identified a number of language patterns that 

add to, or detract from, a speaker’s ability to influence others, as well as reflecting how a 

speaker feels about his or her degree of control over a situation  
 

 Affiliation: Power isn’t the only way language reflects the status of relationships. Language 

can also be a way of building and demonstrating solidarity with others. An impressive 

body of research has demonstrated that communicators who want to show affiliation 

with one another adapt their speech in a variety of ways, including their choice of 

vocabulary, rate of talking, number and placement of pauses, and level of politeness. On 

an individual level, close friends and lovers often develop special terms that serve as a 

way of signifying their relationship. Using the same vocabulary sets these people apart 

from others, reminding themselves and the rest of the world of their relationship. The 

same process works among members of larger groups, ranging from street gangs to 

military personnel. Communication researchers call this linguistic accommodation 

convergence 

 
 Attraction and interest: Social customs discourage us from expressing like or dislike in 

many situations. Only a clod would respond to the question “What do you think of the 
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cake I baked for you?” by saying, “It’s terrible.”Bashful or cautious suitors might not admit 

their attraction to a potential partner. Even when people are reluctant to speak candidly, 

the language they use can suggest their degree of interest and attraction toward a person, 

object, or idea  
 

 Responsibility: In addition to suggesting liking and importance, language can reveal the 

speaker’s willingness to accept responsibility for a message  

3.4. Different Understandings of Communication 

3.4.1. Communication as culture 

Some sociologists emphasize the view that communication is culture:  

“Society exists not only by transmission, by communication, but it may fairly be said to 

exist in transmission, in communication (Dewey in Carey, 1989) 

 It is the basis of human fellowship; it produces the social bonds, real or imagined, that ties 

individuals together and make associated life possible. According to these sociologists, society is 

possible because of the binding forces of shared information circulating in an organic system. As 

Dewey argues: 

There is more than a verbal tie between the words common, community, and 

communication. Men live in a community in virtue of the things which they have in 

common; and communication is the way in which they come to possess things in 

common. What they must have in common . . . are aims, beliefs, aspirations, knowledge—

a common understanding— like mindedness as sociologists say. Such things cannot be 

passed physically from one to another like bricks; they cannot be shared as persons would 

share a pie by dividing it into physical pieces. . . . Consensus demands communication”. 

(Dewey, 1916: 5–6) 
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3.4.2. Transmission Vs Ritual Model 

Mass Communication scholar James W. Carey (in Communication as Culture: Essays on Media 

and Society, 1989) compares two views or models of communication, the “ritual” model and the 

“transmission” model. These two views and the values associated with them emphasize different 

aspects of communication. The transmission model comes from the traditional social-scientific 

Sender- Message- Channel- Receiver (S-M-C-R approach) whereas the ritual model comes from 

the social constructionist paradigm.  

Transmission Model of Communication 

In the transmission view, communication is understood as the t ransmission of signals or 

messages over distance for the purpose of control. It is a conception of communication that 

originates in religion and within the age of exploration and discovery. It is defined by terms such 

as “imparting,” “sending,” “transmitting,” “giving information to others”. It has a historical basis, 

in that up until the invention of the telegraph the only way of communicating across distances 

was by means of travel: i.e. the message had to literally be taken to the receiver through in those 

day some means of physical transport. Although messages might be centrally produced and 

controlled, through monopolization of writing or the rapid production of print, these messages, 

carried in the hands of a messenger or between the bindings of a book, still had to be distributed, 

if they were to have their desired effect, by rapid transportation. Whilst the methods by which 

communication takes place have changed, there remains a metaphorical association. Therefore 

within this model, communication is a process whereby messages are transmitted and distributed 

in space for the control of distance and people.  

Underlying the transmission model are a basic set of assumptions about the communications 

relationship with reality.  

1. There exists a real world of objects, events, and processes that we observe.  

2. Language or symbols name these events in the real world and create more or less adequate 

descriptions of them. 

3. There is a reality and then, after the facts, our accounts of it. 
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4. Distinction between reality and fantasy 

5. Our terms stand in relation to this world as shadow and substance. 

6. Language distorts and confuses our perception of external world; we peel away semantic 

layers of terms and meanings to uncover more substantial domain of existence. 

Ritual Model of Communication 

The Ritual Model of Communication views communication as a symbolic process whereby reality 

is produced, maintained, repaired, and transformed. Communication is about the projection of 

community ideals and their embodiment in material form–dance, plays, architecture, news 

stories, and strings of speech–to create a symbolic order that provides information, but also 

confirms and represents the underlying order of things as well as manifesting ongoing and fragile 

social processes. 

To study communication is to examine the actual social process wherein significant symbolic 

forms are created, apprehended, and used. We understand communication insofar as we are 

able to build models or representations of the process. But our models, like all models, ha ve dual 

aspect of and for: of tells us what the process is whilst for produce the behavior they have 

described.  

Assumptions about the relationship between communication and reality in the ritual model: 

1. Reality is not given. It is not something that is humanly existent, independent of language 

and toward which language mirrors. 

2. Rather, reality is brought into existence, produced by communication i.e. by the 

construction, apprehension, and utilization of symbolic forms. 

3. The symbols that are produced through communication become a representation of 

reality but also in turn shape our experiences of reality; we not only produce but must 

maintain reality–reality has to be repaired. 
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3.4.3. Communication as the process of symbolic interaction 

Similar to the ideas of the ritual model of communication expressed above there are a large body 

of sociologists that conceive communication as the process of symbolic interaction- i.e.  

communication refers to the process of human beings responding to the symbolic behavior of 

other persons. 

 

According to those sociologists, symbols are crucial in allowing people to act in distinctively 

human ways. Because of the symbol, the human being “does not respond passively to a reality 

that imposes itself but actively creates and re-creates the world acted in”. In addition to this 

general utility, in the process of human communication, symbols have a number of specific 

functions: 

1. Symbols enable people to deal with the material and social world by allowing them to name, 

categorize, and remember the objects they encounter there. In this way, people are able to 

order a world that otherwise would be confusing. In particular, language as a symbolic 

representation allows people to name and categorize reality to facilitate the process of 

human interaction (communication) which otherwise be impossible;  

2. Symbols improve people’s ability to perceive the environment (context) of communication.  

Instead of being flooded by a mass of indistinguishable stimuli, the actor can be alerted to 

some parts of the environment (context) rather than others;  

3. Symbols improve the ability to think. Although a set of pictorial symbols would allow a 

limited ability to think, language greatly expands this ability. Thinking, in these terms, can be 

conceived of as a communication with oneself (intrapersonal communication);  

4. Symbols greatly increase the ability to solve various problems that may encounter in the 

process of human communication. Lower animals must use trial-and-error, but human beings 

can think through symbolically a variety of alternative actions before actually taking one. This 

ability reduces the chance of making costly mistakes in the process of human interaction; and  
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5. The use of symbols in human communication allows actors to transcend time, space, and 

even their own persons. Through the use of symbols, actors can imagine what it was like to 

live in the past or what it might be like to live in the future. In addition, actors can transcend 

their own persons symbolically and imagine what the world is like from another person’s 

point of view. This is the well-known symbolic-interactionist concept of “taking the role of 

the other”.  

3.4.4. Communication as negotiation and exchange of meaning 

The third dimension sees communication as a negotiation and exchange of meaning, in which 

messages, people-in-cultures and ‘reality’ interact so as to enable meaning to be produced or 

understanding to occur.  

 

This conception is basically structuralist in that it focuses on the relationship between constituent 

elements of human communication that are necessary for meaning to occur. According to the 

supporters of this dimension, these constituent elements of communication fall into three main 

groups: 

1. The text, its signs and codes;  

2. The people who ‘read’ the text, the cultural and social experience that has formed both them 

and the signs/codes they use; and  

3. The awareness of an ‘external reality’ to which both text and people refe r. Here, by ‘external 

reality’ we mean that to which a text refers that is other than itself.  
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Chapter 4: Introduction to Media 

The term ‘the media’ has infiltrated day to day usage especially when referring to journalists or 

the press. However the correct definition is wider than that. When we speak of a medium we are 

referring to a way or means. Therefore a medium of communication refers to a means of 

communication such as print, radio or television. When referring to many mediums of 

communication collectively we use the term media.  

As mentioned in Chapter 1, two modes of communication of particular interest to the course are:  

 Mass communication – involving messages sent from mass sources in mass ways to mass 

audiences, usually to make mass money; 

 Computer Mediated Communication (CMC): includes human communication and 

information shared through computerized communication networks. 

 These two methods of communication have had a tremendous influence on social life in the 

modern world and have served to revoluntionalize the way human beings communicate within 

and amongst societies in our world today.  This chapter will introduce these two forms of 

communication and help students gain an understanding of their historical development.  

4.1. Defining Mass Media 

The mass media are defined as large scale organizations which use one or more communications 

technologies to communicate with large numbers of people (mass communications). As defined 

by C. Wright Mills (1956) the mass media have two important sociological characteristics: 

1. Very few people can communicate to a great number 

2. The audience have no effective way of answering back 

Mass communication is a one way process. Media organizations are bureaucratic and (except in 

societies where all media is state controlled) corporate in nature. Media output is regulated by 

governments everywhere, but the restrictions vary from very light advisory regulation (e.g. no 

cigarette advertising or nudity on TV) to the most comprehensive forms of censorship. Mass 
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media dominate the mental life of modern societies and are therefore of intense interest to 

sociologists.  

4.2.  Historical Development of Media 

Innovations in the electronics and chemical industries meant that the period between 1860 and 

1930 was a formative moment for the mass media. These years saw the development and 

introduction of still photography, moving photography (cinema), cable telegraphy, wireless 

telegraphy, the telephone, radio and television. 

Up until the 1850s communication was very much linked to transportation. Information could 

only be transmitted either in person or via verbal or written form using some means of transport 

to an audience in a different place. So whilst the improvements in transportation in the preceding 

centuries had in turn an effect on communication, it was only in the 1850s and the invention of 

the telegraph that communication became separated from transportation. Descriptions of events 

taking place on the other side of the world could be transmitted across great distances in a very 

short amount of time.  

Early 20th century saw the development of media machines using the complex technology of 

electricity. The phonograph (record player), the telephone and the moving picture were the first 

such developments to attain widespread popularity. Radio and television were als o invented 

quite early on in the century. Radio, the 1st true mass electronic mass medium became quite well 

established in the 1920s and 1930s. Television began to penetrate mass markets after the Second 

World War with an even greater potential to affect the minds of those consuming it. 

These new technologies meant that distant events could be know about, even ‘witnessed’ 

without leaving one’s own locality. These new technologies also served to form part of the wider 

transformation in popular culture during this period and typified the new more intensive 

capitalization of leisure industries and their associated concern to address mass audiences.  
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4.2.1. Print Newspaper   

Early forms of print media, found in ancient Rome, were hand-copied onto boards and carried around to 

keep the citizenry informed. With the invention of the printing press, the way that people shared ideas 

changed, as information could be mass produced and stored. For the first time, there was a way to spread 

knowledge and information more efficiently; many credit this development as leading to the Renaissance 

and ultimately the Age of Enlightenment. This is not to say that newspapers of old were more trustworthy 

than the Weekly World News and National Enquirer are today. Sensationalism abounded, as did 

censorship that forbade any subjects that would incite the populace. 

The invention of the telegraph, in the mid-1800s, changed print media almost as much as the printing 

press. Suddenly information could be transmitted in minutes. As the 19th ce ntury became the 20th, 

American publishers such as Hearst redefined the world of print media and wielded an enormous amount 

of power to socially construct national and world events. Of course, even as the media empires of William 

Randolph Hearst and Joseph Pulitzer were growing, print media also allowed for the dissemination of 

countercultural or revolutionary materials. Internationally, Vladimir Lenin’ s Irksa (The Spark) 

newspaper was published in 1900 and played a role in Russia’s growing communist movement (World 

Association of Newspapers 2004). 

With the invention and widespread use of television in the mid-20th century, newspaper circulation 

steadily dropped off, and in the 21st century, circulation has dropped further as more people turn to 

internet news sites and other forms of new media to stay informed. According to the Pew Research 

Center, 2009 saw an unprecedented drop in newspaper circulation––down 10.6 percent from the year 

before (Pew 2010). 

This shift away from newspapers as a source of information has profound effects on societies. When the 

news is given to a large diverse conglomerate of people, it must (to appeal to them and keep them 

subscribing) maintain some level of broad-based reporting and balance. As newspapers decline, news 

sources become more fractured, so that the audience can choose specifically what it wants to hear and 

what it wants to avoid. 
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4.2.2. Television and Radio 

Radio programming obviously preceded television, but both shaped people’s lives in much the same 

way. In both cases, information (and entertainment) could be enjoyed at home, with a kind of immediacy 

and community that newspapers could not offer. For instance, many older Americans might remember 

when they heard on the radio that Pearl Harbor had been bombed, or when they saw on the television 

that President John F. Kennedy had been shot. Even though people were in their own homes, media 

allowed them to share these moments in real time. This same kind of separate -but-communal approach 

occurred with entertainment too. School-aged children and office workers gathered to discuss the 

previous night’s installment of a serial television or radio show. 

In the decades following the Second World War television became the prevailing communication 

mode. Whilst other media still existed, they were reorganized and restructured into a system 

whose heart was television. A few years after its development television became the cultural 

epicenter of our societies. The television modality of communication is a fundamentally new 

medium, characterized by its seductiveness, its sensorial simulation of reality and its easy 

communicability along the lines of least psychological effect.  

Right up through the 1970s, American television was dominated by three major networks (ABC,CBS, and 

NBC) that competed for ratings and advertising dollars. They also exerted a lot of control over what was 

being watched. Public television, in contrast, offered an educational nonprofit alternative to the 

sensationalization of news spurred by the network competition for viewers and advertising dollars. Those 

sources—PBS (Public Broadcasting Service), the BBC (British Broadcasting Company), and CBC (Canadian 

Broadcasting Company)— garnered a worldwide reputation for quality programming and a global 

perspective. Al Jazeera, the Arabic independent news station, has joined this group as a similar media 

force that broadcasts to people worldwide. 

4.2.3. Film 

The film industry took off in the 1930s, when color and sound were first integrated into feature films. Like 

television, early films were unifying for society: As people gathered in theaters to watch new releases, 

they would laugh, cry, and be scared together. Movies also act as time capsules or cultural touchstones for 

society. From tough-talking Clint Eastwood to the biopic of Facebook founder and Harvard dropout Mark 
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Zuckerberg, movies illustrate society’s dreams, fears, and experiences. While many Americans consider 

Hollywood the epicenter of moviemaking, India’s Bollywood actually produces more films per year, 

speaking to the cultural aspirations and norms of Indian society. 

4.2.4. Product Advertising 

“Always Coca Cola” “I’m Lovin’ It” “Just do it”. Companies use advertising to sell to us, but the way 

they reach us is changing. Increasingly, synergistic advertising practices ensure you are receiving the same 

message from a variety of sources. For example, you may see billboards for beer on your way to a 

stadium, sit down to watch a game preceded by the same beer’s commercial on the big screen, and watch 

a halftime ad in which people are frequently shown holding up the trademark bottles. 

Chances are you can guess which brand of beer is for sale at the concession stand. Advertising has 

changed, as technology and media have allowed consumers to bypass traditional advertising venues. From 

the invention of the remote control, which allows us to ignore television advertising without leaving our 

seats, to recording devices that let us watch television programs but skip the ads, conventional advertising 

is on the wane. And print media is no different. Advertising revenue in newspapers and on television fell 

significantly in 2009, showing that companies need new ways of getting their message to consumers. 

One model companies are considering to address this advertising downturn uses the same philosophy as 

celebrity endorsements, just on a different scale. Companies are hiring college students to be their on-

campus representatives, looking for popular students involved in high-profile activities like sports, 

fraternities, and music. The marketing team is betting that if we buy perfume because  Beyoncé tells us to, 

we’ll also choose our cell phone or smoothie if a popular student encourages that brand. 

According to an article in the New York Times, fall semester 2011 saw an estimated 10,000 American 

college students working on campus as brand ambassadors for products from Red Bull energy drinks to 

Hewlett-Packard computers (Singer 2011). As the companies figure it, college students will trust one 

source of information above all: other students. 

4.2.5. New Era 

 

During the 1980s new technologies transformed the world of media. Newspapers were written, 

edited and printed at distance, allowing for simultaneous editions of the same newspaper 
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tailored to several major areas. Walkman devices made personally selected music a portable 

audio environment, allowing people to create walls of sound against the outside world. Radio 

became increasingly specialized with thematic and sub-thematic stations. VCRs exploded across 

the globe and became in many developing countries major alternative to official television 

broadcasting. Music video, accounting for over 25% of total video production became a new 

cultural form shaping the images of a whole generation of youth. People started taping their own 

events, thus producing their own images beyond the photo album. The development of cable 

television technologies and of direct satellite broadcasting led to the multiplication of television 

channels and in turn their increasing diversification. From 1980 to the mid 1990s the number of 

satellite-TV stations grew from 0 to 300.  

“In sum, the new media determine a segmented, differentiated audience that, although 

massive in terms of numbers, is no longer a mass audience in terms of simultaneity and 

uniformity of the message it receives. The new media are no longer a mass media in the 

traditional sense of sending a limited number of messages to a homogeneous audience. 

Because of the multiplicity of messages and sources, the audience itself becomes more 

selective. The targeted audience tends to choose its messages, so deepening its 

segmentation, enhancing the individual relationship between sender and receiver.  

While the audience has become more segmented and diversified, television has become more 

commercialized and global than ever. The national organization of the press and broadca sting 

(radio and television) has, historically, been a distinctive feature of the mass media. However in 

recent years there has been a major shift away from this conception of public service 

broadcasting based upon channel scarcity, a national service and a particular communications 

technologies (including terrestrial broadcasting) to a new age of global media corporations, new 

technologies and more segmented audiences. There has been a shift away from viewing 

audiences as citizens and more as consumers. The opening up of media markets has seen global 

media corporation such as Time Warner, Sony and News Corporation who have in turn worked to 

detach audio-visual markets from the space of national cultures. New generic channels 
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(dedicated to news, sports, or entertainment) have spearheaded the new service, carried along 

new delivery systems (satellite, cable and telephone lines), funded by new forms of payment 

(pay-per-view or subscription). New forms of broadcasting have become possible and channels of 

communication have proliferated.  

The impact of television on American society is hard to overstate. Led by television, there has been in 

the last few decades of the twentieth century a communication explosion around the world. In 

the late 1980s in the US (the most TV-oriented nation), TV presented 3,600 images per minute 

per channel. By the late 1990s, 98 percent of U.S. homes had at least one television set, and the average 

American watched between two and a half to five hours of television daily. According to one report the 

average American adult uses 6.43 hours a day in media attention. The predominant pattern of 

behavior around the world seems to be that in urban societies media consumption is the second 

largest activity behind work and certainly the predominant activity at home (not done exclusively 

but rather mixed in with other tasks). 

All this television has a powerful socializing effect, with these forms of visual media providing reference 

groups while reinforcing social norms, values, and beliefs. 

4.2.6. Homogenization and Fragmentation 

Despite the variety of media at hand, the mainstream news and entertainment you enjoy are  increasingly 

homogenized. Research by McManus (1995) suggests that different news outlets all tell the same stories, 

using the same sources, resulting in the same message, presented with only slight variations. So whether 

you are reading the New York Times or the CNN’s web site, the coverage of national events like a 

major court case or political issue will likely be the same. 

Simultaneous to this homogenization among the major news outlets, the opposite process is  occurring in 

the newer media streams. With so many choices, people increasingly “ customize”  their news 

experience, minimizing “chance encounters”  with information that does not jive with their worldview 

(Prior 2005). For instance, those who are staunchly Republican can avoid centrist or liberalleaning cable 

news shows and web sites that would show Democrats in a favorable light. They know to  seek out Fox 

News over MSNBC, just as Democrats know to do the opposite. Further, people who want to avoid politics 
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completely can choose to visit web sites that deal only with entertainment or that will  keep them up to 

date on sports scores. They have an easy way to avoid information they do not wish to hear. 

4.2.7. Convergence of Technologies 

Recent years have also seen the convergence of entertainment and information businesses with 

the telecommunications industry. It was traditionally possible to distinguish between 

‘information technology’ (any computer-based application or process) and ‘telecommunications 

technology’ (as in fax machines or video conferencing). However the multi -media integration of 

almost all technologies of communication has effectively made this distinction redundant. In the 

second half of the 1990s a new electronic communication system was formed out of the merger 

of globalised, customized mass media and computer-mediated communication.  

Castells (1995: 328) views this as: 

‘the integration of various modes of communication into an interactive network…in other 

words the formation of a Super-Text and a Meta-Language that for the first time in 

history, integrates into the same system the written, oral and audio-visual modalities of 

human communication.”  

As Walters (1995) summarizes, the development of new technologies has tended to follow the 

following trends:  

Miniaturization 

 All technologies have reduced in size affecting both transmission and reception – it is now easier 

to use these technologies from each end of the communication process 

Personalization 

There has been a general reduction in the scope of the audience for electronic mass 

communications – the cinema could entertain several hundred; the TV a family, the pc an 

individual; with the iPod, the ultimate in personal consumption, the sound is all encompassing 

and internal 



Media, Communication & Culture  Department of Sociology
  

Reading Materials  University of Gondar 
2016 
 
 

Binilasta.com   71 | P a g e  
 

Integration 

 The various technologies of text, sound, visuals and response via keyboard or microphone are 

becoming integrated with one another based on the technology of the microchip which has an 

enormous capacity to process information.  

Diffusion 

Access to technologies of mass media is becoming more widespread in terms of both reception 

and transmission. 

4.2.8. Computer-Mediated Interaction 

Computer-mediated social interaction has become increasingly prominent in the organization of 

everyday life. Central to this has been the creation and popularity of the internet or the World 

Wide Web. 

New communications technologies through Internet service stand, for example, behind profound 

changes in the world’s money systems and stock markets. Money is no longer gold, or the cash in 

your pocket. More and more, money has become electronic, stored in computers in the world’s 

banks. The value of whatever cash you do happen to have in your pocket is determined by the 

activities of traders on electronically linked money markets. Such markets have been created only 

over the last few decades: they are the product of a marriage between computers and satellite 

communication technology. ‘Technology’, it has been said, ‘is rapidly turning the stock exchange 

into a seamless global market, open 24 hours a day.’ 

The coming of Internet has also affected other forms of communications: intrapersonal 

communication (using the information on Internet as an input to communicate with one self); 

interpersonal (e.g. the use of cell phone (mobile phone), email, face book, Skype, and other social 

networks); public communication (e.g. making live public speech through video conference); and 

intercultural (e.g., using internet service, maintaining communication with different people or 

country completely differ from your own cultural background).  
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Generally speaking, the impact of Internet on human communication is huge. Many sociologi sts 

see the Internet as exemplifying the new global order emerging at the close of the 20th century.  

The spread of the Internet across the globe has raised important questions for sociologists. The 

Internet is transforming the contours of daily life- blurring the boundaries between the global and 

local, presenting new channels for communication and interaction, and allowing more and more 

everyday tasks to be carried out online. Yet at the same time as it provides exciting new 

opportunities to explore the social world, the Internet also threatens to undermine human 

relationships and communities. Although the ‘information age’ is still in its early stages, many 

sociologists are already debating the complex implications of the Internet for late modern 

societies. 

New Media 

New media encompasses all interactive forms of information exchange. These include social networking 

sites, blogs, podcasts, wikis, and virtual worlds. Clearly, the list grows almost daily. New media tends to 

level the playing field in terms of who is constructing it, i.e., creating, publishing, distributing, and 

accessing information (Lievrouw and Livingston 2006), as well as offering alternative forums to groups 

unable to gain access to traditional political platforms, such as groups associated with the Arab Spring 

protests (van de Donk et al. 2004). However, there is no guarantee of the accuracy of the information 

offered. In fact, the immediacy of new media coupled with the lack of oversight means that we must be 

more careful than ever to ensure our news is coming from accurate sources. 

Cyberculture 

Cyberculture is the culture that has emerged, or is emerging, from the use of communication, 

entertainment and business. It is also a term that describes the study of various social phenomena 

associated with the internet and other new forms of the network communication such as: 

 Online communities 

 Online multi-player gaming 

 Social gaming 

 Social media 

 mobile apps 
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 augmented reality 

 Texting 

Characteristics: 

 Cyberculture is the culture within and among users of computer networks. 

 It may be purely an online culture or it may span both the virtual and physical worlds 

 It is not just the culture that results from computer use but culture that is directly mediated by the 

computer 

The study of cyberculture includes an exploration of issues such as: 

 Identity 

 Privacy 

 Network information 

4.3. Global Implications 
Technology, and increasingly media, has always driven globalization. Thomas Friedman (2005) in a 

landmark publication, identified several ways in which technology “ flattened”  the globe and 

contributed to our global economy. The first edition of The World Is Flat, written in 2005, posits that 

core economic concepts were changed by personal computing and high-speed internet. Access to these 

two technological shifts has allowed core-nation corporations to recruit workers in call centers located in 

China or India. Using examples like a Midwestern American woman who runs a business from her home 

via the call centers of Bangalore, India, Friedman warns that this new world order will exist whether core-

nation businesses are ready or not, and that in order to keep its key economic role in the  world, the 

United States will need to pay attention to how it prepares workers of the 21st century for this dynamic. 

Of course not everyone agrees with Friedman’s theory. Many economists pointed out that, in reality, 

innovation, economic activity, and population still gather in geographically attractive areas,  continuing to 

create economic peaks and valleys, which are by no means flattened out to mean equality  for all. China’s 

hugely innovative and powerful cities of Shanghai and Beijing are worlds away from the rural squalor of 

the country’s poorest denizens. 
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It is worth noting that Friedman is an economist, not a sociologist. His work focuses on the  economic gains 

and risks this new world order entails. In this section, we will look more closely at how media globalization 

and technological globalization play out in a sociological perspective. As the names suggest, media 

globalization is the worldwide integration of media through the cross-cultural exchange of ideas, while 

technological globalization refers to the cross-cultural development and exchange of technology. 

4.3.1. Media Globalization 

Lyons (2005) suggests that multinational corporations are the primary vehicle of media globalization,  and 

these corporations control global mass-media content and distribution (Compaine 2005). It is true, when 

looking at who controls which media outlets, that there are fewer independent news sources as larger and 

larger conglomerates develop. The United States offers about 1,500 newspapers, 2,600 book  publishers, 

and an equal number of television stations, plus 6,000 magazines and a whopping 10,000 radio outlets 

(Bagdikian 2004). 

On the surface, there is endless opportunity to find diverse media outlets. But the numbers are 

misleading. In 1983, a mere 50 corporations owned the bulk of mass-media outlets. Today, those 50 

corporations have morphed into only six conglomerates (large companies consisting of many seemingly 

unrelated businesses). These conglomerates control most of the United States’ mass-media vehicles. 

These six corporations are Time Warner, Disney, Viacom, General Electric, and the  foreignheadquartered 

News Corporation (Australia) and Bertelsmann (Germany). Because the readers of the  Daily News in one 

town might not care that their newspaper is owned by the same folks who own the  Tribune across the 

country, why does it matter? Monopolies matter because less competition typically means consumers are 

less well served since dissenting opinions or diverse viewpoints are less likely to be found. 

While some social scientists predicted that the increase in media forms would create a global village 

(McLuhan 1964), current research suggests that the public sphere accessing the global village will tend to 

be rich, Caucasoid, and English-speaking (Jan 2009). As shown by the spring 2011 uprisings throughout the 

Arab world, technology really does offer a window into the news of the world. For example, here in the 

United States we saw internet updates of Egyptian events in real time, with people tweeting, posting, and 

blogging on the ground in Tahirir Square. 
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Still, there is no question that the exchange of technology from core nations to peripheral and semi-

peripheral ones leads to a number of complex issues. For instance, someone using a conflict  theorist 

approach might focus on how much political ideology and cultural colonialism occurs with technological 

growth. In theory at least, technological innovations are ideology-free; a fiber optic cable is the same in a 

Muslim country as a secular one, a communist country or a capitalist one. But those  who bring technology 

to less developed nations—whether they are nongovernment organizations, businesses, or governments—

usually have an agenda. A functionalist, in contrast, might focus on the  ways that technology creates new 

ways to share information about successful crop-growing programs, or on the economic benefits of 

opening a new market for cell phone use. Either way, there are cultural  and societal assumptions and 

norms being delivered along with those high-speed wires. 

Cultural and ideological bias are not the only risks of media globalization. In addition to the risk of cultural 

imperialism and the loss of local culture, other problems come with the benefits of a more  interconnected 

globe. One risk is the potential censoring by national governments that let in only the  information and 

media they feel serves their message, as can be seen in China. In addition, core nations such as the United 

States risk the use of international media such as the internet to circumvent local  laws against socially 

deviant and dangerous behaviors such as gambling, child pornography, and the sex trade. Offshore or 

international web sites allow U.S. citizens (as well as others) to seek out whatever illegal (in the United 

States) or illicit information they want, from 24-hour online gambling sites that do not require proof of 

age, to sites that sell child pornography. These examples illustrate the societal risks  of unfettered 

information flow. 

Sources 

Materials are compiled using excerpts from the following: 

 Castells, M. (1995) The Rise of the Network Society, Oxford: Blackwell Publishers 

 Fang, Irving (1997) A History of Mass Communication, Newton: Butterworth-Heinemann 

 OpenStax College, Introduction to Sociology, OpenStax College 21 June 2012. 

<http://cnx.org/content/col11407/latest/>. 
 Scott, J. and Marshall, G. (2005) Oxford Dictionary of Sociology, Oxford: Oxford University Press 

 Walters, M. (1995) Globalization, London: Routledge 
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 Course Materials: Media, Communication and Culture, compiled by Deribe Teshome, Addis Ababa 
University 
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Chapter 5: Culture, Communication, Self & Identity 
As stated in chapter 1, intrapersonal communication or communication with one’s self is one of 

the modes of human communication. This mode of communication is of sociological concern as it 

is closely connected with the ways in which individuals form conceptions of themselves – their 

identities. Additionally the whole process of communication, whatever the mode, is thought to 

be deeply intertwined with the development of identity. Indeed some sociologists have argued 

that the development of the self itself should be recognized as the process of human 

communication. This section explores the various perspectives on the connection between 

communication and the development of the self concept and individual identity. It also continues 

on from Chapter 2 on the influence of culture – the beliefs and practices of a particular group – 

on the individual. 

5.1. The individual and society  

Commonsense thinking holds that societies are all about individuals. Many social scientists and 

scientists would agree with this, arguing that as  societies are clearly created by individuals, it is 

the study of the individual – through biology, medicine and psychology, for example – that 

provides the key to understanding human behaviour.  

 

In questioning this view sociologists are not, as some claim, rejecting the study of the ‘individual’ 

in favour of the group’. Sociologists are interested in studying individuals, and a lot of sociological 

research involves talking to and observing individuals. Rather, thinking sociologically involves 

seeing the relationship between the individual and society as a two-way, rather than a one-way, 

street. As individuals we obviously create societies but sociologists argue that, in important 

respects, societies also create us. 

5.1.1. You and society: identity and role 

What we would like you to do for this section is to think about yourself and your relationship to 

the society in which you live. Start by completing the activity below.  
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Activity Self and society 

 
Imagine you have 10 words to describe the person you are to someone who has  
never met you. Write down the 10 words you would use. I am:  

1…………………………………  
2…………………………………  
3…………………………………  

4…………………………………  
5…………………………………  
6…………………………………  

7…………………………………  
8…………………………………  
9…………………………………  

10…………………………………  
 
Check over your list and spend a few moments asking yourself why you have chosen these words.  

If you can, add a few additional comments to your original list. Ask yourself why you think these 
words say something about you as a person? What do they tell other people about you?  

 

 

Now look at the list below compiled by a student named Julie. Don’t worry if you put in things 

that are very different from her. There is no ‘right answer’ to the question: describe yourself. 

People have different ways of doing it. 

Julie’s list 

I am: 

1. British 

2. Afro-Caribbean 

3. female 

4. hairdresser 

5. student 

6. wife 

7. mother 

8. intelligent 

9. attractive 

10. popular. 

Let’s look at Julie’s answers in a little more detail. 
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Social identity 

Julie’s first three answers are British, Afro-Caribbean and female, characteristics she shares with 

millions of other people. These are familiar, everyday words but, if you think about it, each of 

them has a social component; that is, they refer to relationships with others. Sociologists usually 

refer to these things as part of our social identity; that is a label that places people in particular 

social categories. 

Let’s take nationality first. You too may have put down your nationality. This  is because, for many 

people, their nationality is still an important statement of their social identity. To say I am 

Malaysian, Indian, Singaporean or British is to say much more than I live in a particular region of 

the world. Most nation states, or countries, not only have their own language, government and 

laws, they also have their own traditions, customs and generally accepted ways of behaving. 

Sociologists refer to these as norms. Many of these norms vary over time within a particular 

country and also vary between countries. For example, smoking in public places or consuming 

alcohol are legal in some countries but illegal in others. These cultural norms have an important 

influence on us. They affect how we behave, how we view the behaviour of others and how we 

‘see’ the world.  

However, although nationality is a very clear and unambiguous source of identity for some 

people, it’s not the same for others. Many countries  are increasingly comprised of different 

ethnic groups. By an ethnic group, sociologists mean a social group that has certain common 

characteristics, such as a shared culture, history, language, customs and institutions. For many 

people their ethnicity may be an equally, or more, important source of identity than their 

national identity. Describing herself as British and Afro-Caribbean suggests that, for Julie, both 

her nationality and ethnicity are important sources of identity, as they are for many people. 

However, whether a person identifies primarily with a nation or with an ethnic group, or with a 

combination of the two, the same sociological ideas  apply. Nationality and ethnicity confer 

identities on people that influence their relationships, values and behaviour.  

Like Julie, you probably put down your gender as one of the most important ways of describing 

yourself. Although gender may appear to be purely biological, as we are simply born either male 
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Activity: Gender differences 
Stop and think about this last example for a minute and write down five ways that you think 

your life would be different if you had been born male rather than female, or female rather than 
male.  
 

Which of these differences do you think are primarily due to biological causes (for example, 
men are physically stronger, women bear children) and which of them do you think are due to 
the way in which your society is organised (for example its cultural values, availability of 

employment opportunities, access to public places). 

or female, sociologists have shown that gender has important social dimensions. Social and 

ethnic groups tend to place different expectations on males and females  and this then shapes the 

subsequent behaviour of boys and girls and men and women. For example, in most cultures, boys 

are expected to be ‘tough’ and ‘masculine’, and boisterous and aggressive behaviour is usually 

tolerated more in boys than in girls, whereas girls are usually expected to be more mature, show 

a better standard of behaviour and help around the house more. Thus, for sociologists, gender is 

not just a biological category. It is also social. We don’t just become men or women. In important  

respects we learn to be men or women through social interaction.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Social roles 

Like Julie, you may also have put down some of the things you do. In answers 4–7 she has told us 

about her occupation, that she is a student and that she is a wife and a mother. These are also 

common everyday words, but they have also have specific social expectations attached to them. 

Sociologists sometimes refer to these as social roles, because it is as  if societies are giving people 

scripts they are expected to follow rather like actors in a play. 

 

Let’s take the ‘script’ of being a student. What do you think that involves? Colleges obviously 

expect their students to do academic work. But, when you think about it, they usually expect 

rather more than this. They expect students to conduct themselves in certain ways, attend 

classes, listen to their lecturers, work without the close supervision they had at school and hand 
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in work that is properly presented and referenced. Colleges, then, are doing more than teaching 

students academic subjects. They are also presenting them with an identity: ‘this is the sort of 

person you are expected to be while you are here’.  

Similarly, if like Julie, you are a mother, you are given a ‘mothering script’; you are expected to 

love your child and (in most cases) take the main responsibility for its upbringing and its day-to-

day welfare. Of course, like actors, people can interpret their scripts in different ways. One 

mother may choose to stay at home, another may work part-time, while a third works full-time 

and arranges childcare. You could even tear up your ‘social script’ and do something entirely 

different. You may behave like a child at college, shout at the teachers and do no work, or you 

may neglect your children as a mother. However, social consequences will normally follow, such 

as being thrown out of college or having your children taken away from you. Whether we 

conform to social expectations or not (and most of us do most of the time) we have to take into 

account the expectations others have about how we should behave. 

 

 

 

 

Personal identity 

Like Julie (answers 8–10), you may also have put some personal characteristics on your list, things 

that say something about you as a specific individual, rather than as a social role you share with 

millions of others. Sociologists refer to these characteristics as aspects of our personal  identity. 

For example, you may have said that you are hardworking or lazy, outgoing or shy, easy-going or 

stressed. At first sight these characteristics appear to be purely ‘personal’ rather than social but, 

when you think about it, they also have social aspects to them.  

 

Julie has said she thinks she’s intelligent. But how does a person know whether or not they are 

intelligent? If you are a student, for example, there are certain social criteria by which you can 

Activity: Roles 

Have you put any of these social roles on your list? If so, make a few brief notes about 
some of the expectations you think are placed on them.  
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Activity: Personal identity 
 
Look at your list. Did you put in any of these more personal characteristics? 

• If so, ask yourself why you think you have developed this view of yourself.  
• What do you think have been some of the most important influences on the way you see 
yourself? 

• Are there any particular incidents that stand out as being particularly important?  
• Also ask yourself how much the social expectations and the reactions of other people influence 

your behaviour.  

 

judge this. For example, if your teachers praise your contributions in class, give you good marks 

and write favourable comments on your coursework – or even tell you that with your natural 

ability you should be doing much better! – then you are more likely to begin to develop an idea of 

yourself as capable or intelligent. This may then be confirmed by getting good marks in the 

exams. 

Similarly, a person may see themselves as attractive, or beautiful, because their face and body 

shape fit the cultural norms of attractiveness as defined in magazines, cinema and on television. 

Other people then confirm and reinforce this identity by looking at the person with approval  or 

admiration, asking them for dates and telling them how lovely they are. 

In short, even the ideas we have about ourselves as individual people – such as whether we think 

we are intelligent or stupid, attractive or unattractive, fat or thin, outgoing or shy – arise from 

social relationships and socially accepted norms and standards. When we think about what we 

are, we compare ourselves with these social norms. How do we match up? 

We also monitor other people’s reactions to us in daily life. How do others  see us? This in turn 

may influence our behaviour in all sorts of ways. For example, we may try to make ourselves 

more clever, more assertive, or more sociable and outgoing. Or we may go the other way and 

accept that we can never be any of these things and adjust our behaviour accordingly, perhaps by 

not working in class, or not trying to make friends.  

 

Here we have asked you to describe yourself as a person and illustrated just how much of 

‘yourself’, your ethnicity, gender, occupation and personal qualities are influenced by the society 
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in which you live. For sociologists, individuals and societies are inseparable. You cannot 

understand one without the other.  

5.2. Social Constructions of Reality 

In 1966 sociologists Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann wrote a book called The Social 

Construction of Reality. In it, they argued that society is created by humans and human 

interaction, which they call habitualization. Habitualization describes how “any action that is 

repeated frequently becomes cast into a pattern, which can then be … performed again in the 

future in the same manner and with the same economical effort” (Berger and Luckmann 1966).  

Not only do we construct our own society, but we accept it as it is because others have created it 

before us. Society is, in fact, “habit.”For example, your school exists as a school and not just as a 

building because you and others agree that it is a school. If your school is older than you are, it 

was created by the agreement of others before you. In a sense, it exists by consensus, both prior 

and current. This is an example of the process of institutionalization, the act of implanting a 

convention or norm into society. Bear in mind that the institution, while socially constructed, is 

still quite real.  

Another way of looking at this concept is through W.I. Thomas’s notable Thomas theorem which 

states, “If men define situations as real, they are real in their consequences” (Thomas and 

Thomas 1928). That is, people’s behavior can be determined by their subjective construction of 

reality rather than by objective reality. For example, a teenager who is repeatedly given a label—

overachiever, player, bum—might live up to the term even though it initially wasn’t a part of his 

character.  

Like Berger and Luckmann’s description of habitualization, Thomas states that our moral codes  

and social norms are created by “successive definitions of the situation.” This concept is defined 

by sociologist Robert K. Merton as a self-fulfilling prophecy. Merton explains that with a self-

fulfilling prophecy, even a false idea can become true if it is acted upon. One example he gives is 

of a “bank run.” Say for some reason, a number of people falsely fear that their bank is soon to be 

bankrupt. Because of this false notion, people run to their bank and demand all their cash at 
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once. As banks rarely, if ever, have that much money on hand, the bank does indeed run out of 

money, fulfilling the customers’ prophecy. Here, reality is constructed by an idea. 

Symbolic interactionists offer another lens through which to analyze the social construction of 

reality. With a theoretical perspective focused on the symbols (like language, gestures, and 

artifacts) that people use to interact, this approach is interested in how people interpret those 

symbols in daily interactions. For example, we might feel fright at seeing a person holding a gun, 

unless, of course, it turns out to be a police officer. Interactionists also recognize that language 

and body language reflect our values. One has only to learn a foreign tongue to know that not 

every English word can be easily translated into another language. The same is true for gestures. 

While Americans might recognize a “thumbs up” as meaning “great,” in Germany it would mean 

“one” and in Japan it would mean “five.” Thus, our construction of reality is influenced by our 

symbolic interactions.  

From a symbolic interactionist perspective identification is a process of naming, of placing 

ourselves in socially constructed categories, with language holding a central position. Erving 

Goffman and Peter Berger (1966) identify identity as: 

“Socially bestowed, socially sustained and socially transformed” (Oxford Dictionary of 

Sociology, 2005: 288) 

5.3.  Socialisation and identity 

The previous section illustrated just how much your life as an individual  is bound up with the 

social contexts in which you live. In this section we shall introduce some sociological concepts, 

and theories that help describe and explain this process further.  

Socialisation 

We observed in the last section that a key sociological problem is the relation between the 

individual and society. But how does this arise? In very general terms, we are all born into 

societies where there are already established patterns of organised behaviour that we referred to  

earlier as social institutions, such as speaking a particular language or organising ourselves into 

small groups called families. Sociologists use the term institutionalisation to describe the 
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processes whereby these social practices become accepted ways of doing things in a society or 

social group. These social practices, and the values and beliefs surrounding them, make up the 

culture of a society, or sub-culture of a social group and, as we saw in the previous section, these 

cultural practices and values place expectations on how people should behave.  

Sociologists use the term socialisation to describe the various proces ses through which people 

learn about, and generally conform to, the norms and values of the social groups in which they 

live. To summarise the learning from Chapter 2, socialisation processes can be divided into three 

stages: 

• Primary socialisation involves the socialisation of the young child by the family. 

• Secondary socialisation is socialisation by the school. Schools obviously teach us 

academic skills but, as sociologists have shown, they are teaching us a lot more.  

• Tertiary, or adult, socialisation continues through our lives. For example, as we 

saw in the previous section, people are socialised into ethnic, gender and work 

identities. Another example is socialization into old age. People do not just get old. 

They also learn what is expected of them when they are becoming old. In some 

societies growing old gracefully means retreating into the background. Medical  

sociologists have even shown that terminally ill people are socialised by medical 

and nursing staff into dying in the ‘right way’.  

So socialization is a continuous process: it begins when we are born and only ends  when we die. 

5.3.1. Self and identity 

The term identity derives from the Latin word idem which implies sameness and continuity.  An 

essentialist and more everyday understanding of the concept of identity assumes a unique core 

or essence to identity - the ‘real me’ is coherent and remains more or less constant and fixed 

throughout my life. However this concept of identity is one that is challenged by sociology which 

seek to emphasize the invented and constructed character of identity. Within the sociological 

tradition identity is linked to symbolic interactionism which sees the self as a uniquely human 
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capacity that enables people to reflect on their nature and the social world via communicati on 

and language. 

The concept of the ‘self’: 

“Highlights the reflective and reflexive ability of human beings to take themselves as 

objects of their own thought” (Oxford Dictionary of Sociology, 2005: 589)  

It is through socialisation that a person develops a sense of identity: that is an image of who they are as a 

person. We explored some examples of this in the previous section when you were asked how you would 

describe yourself. 

As we saw, sociologists usually distinguish between social identity and personal identity. 

• Social identity refers to the ‘public self’, and is constructed around  characteristics that are 

attributed to a person by others and mark them out as a member of a particular group, 

such as ethnicity, gender and occupational roles. 

• Personal identity refers to those qualities that mark a person out as unique and set apart 

from others. 

The distinction between social and personal identities is one of the ways  that sociologists have 

documented social change. In premodern or traditional societies, there was relatively little movement, or 

mobility, of people between different parts of society. Therefore, people’s social  identities, such as 

nobleman, or peasant, largely defined who they were throughout their lives. Although social identities are 

still important sources of identity in modern societies, the increasing opportunities many people  now have 

to change their status and their lives means that personal  identities have become much more important 

statements of ‘who we are’ than they were in the past. 

So identities – especially personal identities – are not fixed but are rather fluid and changing. In 

sociological terms, they are negotiated in everyday life through social interaction. People have a view of 

themselves but that view has to be sustained in social interaction by people confirming to us in various 

ways that we really are who we think we are. 
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5.3.2. The role of others 

Go back to the previous section and look at the list compiled by Julie.  Under personal identity she felt she 

was ‘popular’. However, to sustain ‘being popular’ as part of her identity requires people reacting to her in 

certain ways, such as wanting and enjoying her company. If these responses were to stop and people 

started avoiding her, then her idea of herself as ‘popular’ would be threatened and may even break down. 

Sociologists who research the area of identity are particularly interested in exploring situations where 

people are suddenly and dramatically redefined by others, such as when they are labelled as a criminal, 

bankrupt, unemployed, mentally ill or disabled. People in these situations are  confronted with what the 

US sociologist, Erving Goffman (1922–1982), has called ‘managing a spoiled identity’. 

 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

An exploration of the role of others suggests that our identity comes almost exclusively from 

communication with others. In this regard, Arthur Combs and Donald Snygg put it: The self is 

essentially a social product arising out of experience with people. . . . We learn the most 

significant and fundamental facts about ourselves from . . . “reflected appraisals,” inferences 

about ourselves made as a consequence of the ways we perceive others behaving toward us.  

 

The term “reflected appraisal,” coined by Harry Stack Sullivan, is a good one, because it 

metaphorically describes the fact that we develop an image of ourselves from the way we think 

others view us. This notion of the “looking-glass self” was introduced in 1902 by Charles H. 

Cooley, who suggested that we put ourselves in the position of other people and then, in our 

mind’s eye, view ourselves as we imagine they see us. 

 

As we learn to speak and understand language, verbal messages—both positive and negative— 

also contribute to the developing self-concept. These messages continue later in life, especially 

Activity 1.10 Spoiled identity? 
 
Stop for a moment and ask yourself if there have been times in your li fe when you have found a 

person or people suddenly reacting very differently to you. Think about why and how it 
happened and try to recall i f it affected your view of yourself.  
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when they come from what George H. Mead termed the “significant others”—people whose 

opinions we especially value. A teacher from long ago, a special friend or relative, or perhaps a 

barely known acquaintance whom you respected can all leave an imprint on how you view 

yourself. To see the importance of significant others, ask yourself how you arrived at your 

opinion of you as a student, as a person attractive to the opposite sex, as a competent worker, 

and so on and you will see that these self-evaluations were probably influenced by the way 

others regarded you. 

 

As we grow older, the influence of significant others is less powerful. The evaluations of others 

still influence beliefs about the self in some areas, such as physical attractiveness and popularity. 

In other areas, however, the looking glass of the self-concept has become distorted, so that it 

shapes the input of others to make it conform to our existing beliefs. For example, if your self -

concept includes the element “poor student,” you might respond to a high grade by thinking “I 

was just lucky” or “The professor must be an easy grader.” 

 

You might argue that not every part of one’s self-concept is shaped by others, insisting there are 

certain objective facts that are recognizable by self observation. After all, nobody needs to tell 

you that you are taller than others, speak with an accent, can run quickly, and so on. These facts 

are obvious. 

 

Though it’s true that some features of the self are immediately apparent, the significance we 

attach to them—the rank we assign them in the hierarchy of our list and the interpretation we 

give them—depends greatly on the social environment.  

 

5.3.3. The role of the individual 

Although the reactions of others are clearly important, we are not simply dealt our identities as if they 

were cards in a game. Socialisation also gives us skills to exert some control over who we are and how 
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others see us. For example, we can influence the way others see us by buying new clothes,  becoming 

more sociable or driving ourselves on to success in our careers. 

Some sociologists argue that one of the defining characteristics of contemporary affluent societies is that 

increasing numbers of people have unprecedented scope to transform their identities. For example, it is 

now much easier for people to change where they live, how they live, who they live with, how they look 

and what they believe in. 

 

 

 

On stage and off stage 

Erving Goffman (1969) brought a new, and some would say cynical, twist to the question of changing 

social identities. He argued that identities were not so much a part of us – permanently or temporarily – as 

resources we ‘pick up and put down’ to negotiate everyday life. Identities are  things we consciously 

manipulate, or present, in given situations. So, for Goffman, we are rather like actors ‘playing’ the roles on 

stage, such as the enthusiastic teacher, the caring nurse or lazy student, and we self consciously monitor 

our ‘performances’. However, not all social life is like  this. Goffman recognised that, like actors, people 

have time off stage, or backstage, when they are less obviously presenting an identity. So although people 

may still be playing roles backstage at home, for example – husband, wife, daughter, etc. – they are doing 

so less self-consciously, there is less deliberate ‘presentation of self’ and more congruence between  how 

we are seen and how we really are. 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

Activity: A new you? 

Have you tried to change yourself in some way recently, such as changing your appearance, 
behaviour or lifestyle? Did it work? If so, did you notice other people reacting to you differently? Did 
this affect the way you thought about yourself?  

 

Activity: Presentation of self 
 
Do you think Goffman is right? Do you find yourself self-consciously presenting an image of 

yourself to your managers at work, or to your professors if you are at college? Are you 
conscious sometimes of thinking to yourself ‘Here is the identity I am presenting, but I am really 
a very different person’?  

 
Can you think of recent developments in technology that now give people more scope to 
present different identities? 
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Characteristics of identity management 
 

 In the process of identity management, everyone strives to construct multiple identities. 

In the course of even a single day communication, most people play a variety of roles: 

respectful student, joking friend, friendly neighbor, and helpful worker, to suggest just a 

few. We even play a variety of roles with the same person. Thus, the ability to construct 

multiple identities is one element of communication competence.  
 

 Identity management is collaborative. As we perform like actors trying to create a front, 

our “audience” is made up of other actors who are trying to create their own characters. 

Process Theater in which we collaborate with other actors  to improvise scenes in which 

our characters mesh. 

 
 Identity management can be conscious or unconscious. At this point you might object to 

the notion of strategic identity management, claiming that most of your communication 

is spontaneous and not a deliberate attempt to present yourself in a certain way. 

However, you might acknowledge that some of your communication involves a conscious 

attempt to manage impressions.  

 People differ in their degree of identity management. Some people are much more aware 

of their impression management behavior than others. These high self-monitors have the 

ability to pay attention to their own behavior and others’ reactions, adjusting their 

communication to create the desired impression. By contrast, low self-monitors express 

what they are thinking and feeling without much attention to the impression their 

behavior creates.  
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5.3.4. Two theories of socialisation and identity 

So far, we have been describing and illustrating the processes of socialisation and identity 

formation that are crucial to helping us understand the relation between the individual and 

society. But how can we begin to explain them sociologically? 

Here we are going to look at two of the most influential theories of socialisation developed by 

two of the leading figures of twentieth century sociology, Talcott Parsons (1902–1979) and G.H. 

Mead (1863–1931). 

Parsons 

Parsons (1951) saw societies as complex systems of parts working together to promote social 

stability. Social institutions define roles for people and socialisation is about learning these roles 

and the expectations surrounding them. 

For Parsons, these social roles have a purpose. They arise and persist over time because they help 

societies to function smoothly. Consider illness, for example. Illness is dysfunctional because 

when people are sick they do not go to work, look after their children, hand in their essays and so 

on. In one of the most innovative and creative applications of the idea of role, Parsons argued 

that in modern societies there is a distinct ‘sick role’ consisting of privileges and obligations. The 

privileges are that the sick person is not held responsible for their condition and they are allowed 

exemption from their usual obligations, such as going to work, going to college and handing in 

essays. However, there are also obligations to the sick role. The sick person must want to get 

better, follow medical advice and accept treatment when necessary. The sick role functions as a 

form of social control; that is, it helps to maintain social order. It enables organisations to 

distinguish between those who have a legitimate reason for not fulfilling their obligations and 

those who do not. It also ensures that people do the ‘right things’ when they are  ill to enable 

them to recover as soon as possible. A person not fulfilling the obligations of the sick role may 

lose the privileges. 

Parsons’ insight here was to show that even sickness, which appears to be purely biological, is 

also a social state surrounded by expectations about how people should behave when they are ill. 
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We don’t just become ill, we are also socialised into sickness. So ‘society’ is influencing us even 

when we’re sick. 

But why do most people conform to these social obligations most of the time? Parsons, following 

the great French sociologist Emile Durkheim, argued that this happens because societies 

constrain us to act in certain ways. This constraint is both external and internal. With external 

constraint, people simply learn that acting one way (for example, working hard at college and 

getting a good degree) will probably bring rewards (for example, a good job); whereas acting 

another way (for example, not working hard) will more likely bring failure (for example, no  

degree and not being able to get a good job). 

However, for societies to function effectively, there needs to be more than external constraint. 

People have to want to behave in socially acceptable ways. This happens, Parsons argued, 

because social norms become internalised through socialisation. They become part of a person’s 

identity and source of morality. For example, a person may work hard at their job and not 

consider stealing from others not because they want promotion and are afraid of getting put in 

prison, but because they believe that is the right thing to do. Internalisation of values can even 

override survival instincts when, for example, people willingly die for their country or their 

religion. 

Mead 

Although Parsons’ theory has been very influential in sociology, one of its  limitations is that it tells 

us very little about the social and psychological mechanisms by which socialisation and identity 

formation actually take place. For some insight into this question, we can turn to the work of 

Mead (1934). 

For Mead, socialisation was not just a process of learning and internalizing the institutional 

expectations transmitted by families, schools, the mass  media and so on. It was rather about 

learning skills that then enable people actively to interpret the expectations of other people and 

social institutions and act accordingly. In simple terms, while Parsons’ theory was more about 

ends (the desirability of socialisation), Mead’s was more about means (how it happens). 
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Mead’s focus was on the social significance of (verbal and non-verbal) language in both 

socialisation and identity formation. The crucial insight provided by Mead was to show that we 

do not just use language to make sense of the world around us, we also use it reflexively to 

monitor our own behaviour. We begin to develop these skills in early childhood when we start 

pretending to be other people, and over time we learn to see ourselves as we believe others see 

us. We can then consciously monitor our behaviour in social interaction. In a very important 

phrase, Mead called this taking the role of the other. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

When we take the role of the other we receive information from others  about ourselves that, 

over time, enables us to build up the concept of self that we looked at earlier. Charles Cooley 

Activity: Taking the role of the other – Daniel’s day 
 
Taking the role of the other might sound complicated, but it is really quite a simple idea and one which 

we can easily relate to our own experiences.  
 
Here we look at it though a day in the li fe of Daniel, a young college lecturer.  

Morning: Daniel is giving a lecture. He looks round the classroom, it is mid-morning but he sees 
several of the students yawning, some actually seem to be asleep, others are looking out of the 
window. The only students who seem awake are the ones texting on their mobile phon es. Daniel 

realises the lecture is not going well, so he decides to finish it early.  
 
Anyway, he has an important interview for a new job this afternoon and he wants to think about that.  

 
Afternoon: Daniel is in his interview and a well -known professor has just asked him a question. As he 
is answering, Daniel notices the professor is starting to frown. Daniel quickly changes his answer.  

 
Evening: Daniel is in a restaurant with a friend. As he is telling his friend about the interview that he 
thinks did not go well, he suddenly notices the professor who had interviewed him earlier in the day 

sitting at a nearby table. As their eyes meet, the professor smiles and gives Daniel an encouraging 
nod. Daniel thinks that perhaps the interview did not go that badly after all and maybe he will get the 
job.  

 
Can you identify the times in this story when Daniel was taking the role of the other and seeing himself 
as he thought others were seeing him? How do you think he consciously monitored this and altered 

his behaviour? 
• the students are not enjoying this lecture, I might as well cut it short  
• the professor doesn’t like this answer, I must change it quickly  

• the professor is smiling, maybe the interview went OK after all?  
 

Notice, also, that communication doesn’t have to be verbal. Each time in the story Daniel was 
responding to non-verbal communications. 
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(1864– 1929), a colleague of Mead, used the term looking-glass self to describe how the image 

we have of ourselves is based on how we believe others see us. Just as the mirror (looking-glass) 

reflects back to us an image of our physical self, so others’ reactions to us reflect back an image 

of our social self, the kind of person we are. 

However, for Mead, this ‘social self’, with its capacity to take the role of the  other, was only part 

of the self. Mead’s view of the relationship between the individual and society was rather 

different from that of Parsons. For Parsons, society was dominant over the individual. Social 

institutions confront people with sets of rules and expectations and most people simply conform 

to them most of the time. However, for Mead, the relationship between individual and society 

was rather more volatile and problematic. People are obviously shaped by societies but they are 

not simply the puppets of societies, they are also driven by sudden impulses, instincts and 

inspirations. Mead expressed this in his concept of the self, which he divided into the ‘I’ and the 

‘Me’. 

 

The ‘I’ is the individual, spontaneous, creative and instinctive part of the  self that has ideas and 

imagination, while the ‘Me’ is the social self that takes into account the reactions of others. What 

we call consciousness is a form of a ‘conversation’ between the ‘I’ and the ‘Me’. Imagine, for 

example, you were one of Daniel’s students sitting in his lecture being very bored. ‘I want to get 

up, leave now and go for a cup of coffee,’ says the ‘I’. ‘Wait a minute,’ says the ‘Me’, taking the 

role of the other, ‘He’s sure to notice and he will be marking your examination paper! It’s better 

to wait.’ So you sit quietly in the class. From a Meadian point of  view, you have conformed to 

normative expectations not just because you have internalised the value, ‘It’s rude to walk out of 

classes’, but because you have actively made a decision to stay. However, on another day if 

things got really bad, then you might just walk out. For Mead, although 

we are social beings, we are never completely ‘taken over’ by society in the  manner suggested by 

Parsons, society is the source of both our conformity and our individuality. 

In summary then, socialisation describes the processes by which people learn social behaviour. It 

is through socialisation that people develop a sense of social  and personal identity, and these 
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identities can change through social interaction. Whereas Parsons saw socialisation arising from 

internalization of social norms, Mead suggested it arose primarily from people’s ability to take 

the role of the other.  
 
 

Sources: 

Materials are made up of excerpts from the following texts: 

 Principles of Sociology, R. Gosling (ed.) and S. Taylor with the Department of Sociology, LSE. University of 

London 2011 

 OpenStax College, Introduction to Sociology, OpenStax College 21 June 2012. 

<http://cnx.org/content/col11407/latest/>. 
 Scott, J. and Marshall, G. (2005) Oxford Dictionary of Sociology, Oxford: Oxford University Press   

 Course Materials: Media, Communication and Culture, compiled by Deribe Teshome, Addis Ababa University  
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Chapter 6: Understanding Changes in the Contemporary World 

It is often mentioned that the social world we currently occupy has seen a series of rapid changes 

in recent years. This chapter offers a brief introduction to some sociological theories/concepts 

that seek to explain of the changes that have affected the social world. Although there are 

various such theories in existence the focus is on the ones that can help us further understand 

the central themes of this course: media, culture, identity.  

6.1. Globalization 

Globalization has received a lot of popular and academic attention in recent years. Generally 

speaking, globalization is the spread of worldwide practices, relations, consciousness and 

organization of social life. Nearly every nation and the lives of billions of people throughout the 

world are being transformed by globalization. However it has a contested definition.  

A general working definition of globalization is offered by Malcolm Walters (1995: 3), who 

describes it as: 

“A social process in which the constraints of geography on social and cultural 

arrangements recede and in which people become increasingly aware” 

Some of the key characteristics and consequences of globalization can be summarized as: 

• Generally understood as “an economic, political, social and ideological phenomenon 

which carries with it unanticipated often contradictory and polarising consequences” 

(McCorquodale and Fairbrother, 1999: 735-736) 

• Speaks to the idea of an ever more interdependent world. Powered by developments in 

transport and communications technology 

• Seen as a runaway world, or phenomenon that is beyond our control  

• Economic, social, political and cultural relationships are not bound by territorial 

boundaries or to state actors 
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• States and individuals are open to being effected by events that are not directly within 

their control 

• Creation of intricate international economic and trade arrangements  

• Increasing activity by international organisations and transnational corporations  

• Intrinsically bound up with the pattern of capitalist development as it has ramified 

through political and cultural arenas – therefore as well as spreading capitalist economic 

system it is also linked to the spread of the values of democracy , freedom and justice  

• In 2000, the International Monetary Fund (IMF) identified four basic aspects of 

globalization: trade and transactions, capital and investment movements, migration and 

movement of people and the dissemination of knowledge 

Globalization can be analyzed culturally, economically, politically and institutionally, and this 

analysis has caused much debate within the sociological world. Whilst most sociologists agree 

about the fact that change is taking place in each of these arenas, the main source of difference is 

whether they believe these changes are leading towards increasing homogeneity or 

heterogeneity.  

Interesting as this debate maybe it is enough for the purpose of this course to note the different 

arenas that globalization is said to influence. We will focus, more specifically, on the concept of 

cultural globalization or the emergence of what has at times been termed a global culture.  

6.1.1. Homogenizing Vs Heterogenizing 

There has been fierce debate within sociology with the globalization of culture seen led to the 

further homogenizing or differentiation (heterogeneity) of cultures across the world. There are 

three main views about this issue: 

1. Cultures are eternally different 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/International_Monetary_Fund
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The idea that there are lasting differences between and amongst cultures that remains largely 

unaffected by globalization 

2. Cultures are converging or becoming the same (homogenization)  

The idea that globalization has seen the transnational expansion of codes and practices, 

which has been connected with the idea of Western cultural imperialism – the influence of a 

particular culture on a wide range of other cultures.  

3. Cultural Hybridization 

The idea that cultures are mixing as a result of globalization; the integration of the global and 

the local is creating new and unique hybrid cultures that are not reducible to either local or 

global but is instead ‘glocal’. 

6.2. Consumer Culture 

Consumer culture means more than just simple consumption. In a consumer culture the items 

consumed take on a symbolic meaning and not merely a material value. It arises in societies 

where powerful groups, usually those seeking to accumulate capital, encourage consumers to 

‘want’ more that they ‘need’.  

6.2.1. Characteristics 

 Under a consumer culture consumption becomes the main of self expression and the 

chief source of identity 

 It implies that both material and non-material items, including kinship, affection, art, and 

intellect become commodified – that is their value is assessed by the context of their 

exchange, rather than the context of their production or use  

 Hypercommodification – where very small differences between products can determine 

variations in demand and in which consumption is differentiated on the basis of brand 

names 
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 Consumption or the capacity to consume is itself reflexively consumed –the use of terms 

such as taste, fashion and lifestyle become key sources of social differentiation  

 Created through the advertising and stimulatory effects of the mass media  

 Whilst originally a deliberate creation, now has a life of its own beyond the control of any 

particular group. 

6.3. Informationalism and the Network Society 

The sustained and accelerated growth of media, of education provision and participation and 

computer communications technologies has led many to suggest that we now live in an 

information society where information is the defining featured. As opposed to past societies such 

as industrial society where steam power and fossil fuels were distinguishing elements.  

There are six definitional criteria used by commentators: 

1. Technological: highlighting the increase in information and communication technologies 

(ICTs) as signaling an information society. 

2. Economic: the increased contribution of information businesses and trades to outweigh 

manufacture and agriculture in terms of contribution to GNP 

3. Occupational: a society in which most jobs are informational involving information 

production, analysis and communication – e.g. researchers, lawyers, counselors and teachers 

4. Spatial: stressing the networks along which information flows allowing real-time 

communication on a planetary scale 

5. Cultural: stresses the growth of symbols and signs over recent decades – an information 

society is one in which there is pervasive television, advertising, various lifestyles, multiple 

ethnicities, the internet and so on.  

Manuel Castells, in his trilogy The Information Age: Economy, Society and Culture (1996, 1997, 

1998), examines the emergence of a new society, culture and economy in light of the revolution 

begun in the United States in the 1970s in informational technology (television, computers and so 

on. This revolution led to the restructuring of the capitalist system in the 1980s and to the 
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emergence of informational capitalism and informational societies. Both of which are based on 

the notion of informationalism: “a mode of development in which the main source of 

productivity is the qualitative capacity to optimize the combination and use of factors of 

production on the basis of knowledge and transformation” (Castells, 1998: 7). Pertinently, 

Castells discusses the emergence of the culture of real virtuality accompanying the development 

of multimedia out of a fusion of the mass media and computers. To Castells the culture of real 

virtuality is: 

“a system in which reality itself (that is, people’s material/symbolic existence) is entirely 

captured, fully immersed in a virtual image setting, in the world of make believe, in which 

appearances are not just on the screen through which experience is communicated, but 

they become the experience “(1996: 373) 

6.4. Modernity vs. Postmodernity 

Over the last several decades, social theorists have become increasingly preoccupied with 

whether society has undergone a dramatic transformation. One the one side are a group of 

theorists that maintain that we continue to live in a society that can be best described s modern 

and about which we can continue to theorize about in much the same way that social thinkers 

have long contemplated society. 

On the other hand are a group of thinkers who argue that society has changed so dramatically 

that we now live in a qualitatively different postmodern society.  

The term postmodernity is generally used to identify an era in late capitalism. Beginning after the 

Second World War in the 1950s, the period is characterized by the proliferation of consumer 

lifestyle, credit and technology. Its apex could be said to embody the social changes that occurred 

in Western Society during the 1960s, with the rise of Feminism, decline of the church and the 

emergence of a more relaxed attitude towards issues of sex, class and race. Laid over this has 

been the shift to a service economy and the proliferation of domestic communication technology 

blurring the boundaries between what is real and what is simulated.  
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In a literal sense postmodernism has to be understood in relation to modernism. Modernism 

sought to uncover new truth through self-conscious experimentation. Postmodernism is 

characterized by playful uncertainty and ambiguous meanings. 

There are many portrayals of postmodernity, however to summarize:  

1. Postmodernity is a depthless, superficial world – it is a world of simulation 

2. It is a world lacking in affect and emotion 

3. There is a loss of a sense of one’s place in history –it is hard to distinguish past, present 

and future 

4. Instead of the explosive, expanding, productive technologies of modernity, postmodern 

society is dominated by implosive, flattening, reproductive technologies  

Whilst postmodern theory seems to have reached its peak and now entered a decline it still 

continues to exert a heavy influence on understandings of society.  

Sources 

 Castells, M. (1995) The Rise of the Network Society, Oxford: Blackwell Publishers 
 Hill, S. and Fenner, B. (2010) Media and Cultural Theory, BookBoon: www.bookboon.com  

 Ritzer, G. (2011) Sociological Theory, (8th ed.) New York: McGraw Hill 

 Scott, J. and Marshall, G. (2005) Oxford Dictionary of Sociology, Oxford: Oxford University Press 
 Walters, M. (1995) Globalization, London: Routledge 
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Chapter 7:  Media, Culture and Identity  
This chapter is concerned with analyzing the potential effects of the mass media and 

communications technologies on the central concepts of identity and culture. It introduces 

students to key sociological works and concepts that can aid our understanding of the interplay 

between media, culture and identity. 

7.1. Commonly Held Media Effects 

One of the first and most important assumptions of the study of mass communication has been 

the presumption that media and their content have significant and substantial effects.  

7.1.1. Mass Media 

Mass media have been hypothesized to have effects across a broad range of contexts. McGuire 

(1986) noted several of the most commonly mentioned intended media effects: (a) the effects of 

advertising on purchasing, (b) the effects of political campaigns on voting, (c) the effects of public 

service announcements (PSAs) on personal behavior and social improvement, (d) the effects of 

propaganda on ideology, and (e) the effects of media ritual on social control. He also pointed out 

the most commonly mentioned unintended media effects: (a) the effect of media violence on 

aggressive behavior, (b) the impact of media images on the social construction of reality, (c) the 

effects of media bias on stereotyping, (d) the effects of erotic and sexual material on attitudes 

and objectionable behaviors, and (e) how media forms affect cognitive activity and style. 

Likewise, McQuail’s (1994) summary of the main streams of effects research adds these other 

areas of media effects: (a) knowledge gain and distribution throughout society, (b) diffusion of 

innovations, (c) socialization to societal norms, and (d) institution and cultural adaptations and 

changes. 

7.1.2. Internet 

In particular, the impact of the Internet is seen from the view point of human relations. Although 

the Internet provides exciting new opportunities to explore the social world, it also threatens to 

undermine human relationships and communities. Opinions on the effects of the Internet on 

social interaction fall into two broad categories. 
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On the one hand are those observers who see the online world as fostering new forms of 

electronic relationship that either enhance or supplement existing face-to-face interactions. 

While travelling or working abroad, individuals can use the Internet to communicate regularly 

with friends and relatives at home. Distance and separation become more tolerable. The Internet 

also allows the formation of new types of relationship: ‘anonymous’ online users can meet in 

‘chat-rooms’ and discuss topics of mutual interest. These cyber contacts sometimes evolve into 

fully fledged electronic friendships or even result in face-to-face meetings. Many Internet users 

become part of lively online communities that are qualitatively different from those they inhabit 

in the physical world. Scholars who see the Internet as a positive addition to human interaction 

argue that it expands and enriches people’s social networks. 

On the other hand, not everyone takes such an enthusiastic outlook. As people spend more and 

more time communicating online and handling their daily tasks in cyberspace, it may be that they 

spend less time interacting with one another in the physical world. Some sociologists fear that 

the spread of Internet technology will lead to increased social isolation and atomization. They 

argue that one effect of increasing Internet access in households is that people are spending less 

‘quality time’ with their families and friends. The Internet is encroaching on domestic life as the 

lines between work and home are blurred: many employees continue to work at home after 

hours-checking email or finishing tasks that they were unable to complete during the day. Human 

contact is reduced, personal relationships suffer, traditional forms of entertainment such as the 

theatre and books fall by the wayside, and the fabric of social life is weakened. According to these 

sociologists, the Internet also raise challenging questions about personal identity, creates new 

forms of community and new possibilities for democratic participation.  

7.1.3. Other Issues 

Still there are other, less obvious and less studied possible media effects. Studies have shown 

that, teachers and parents have been concerned that television viewing by children will take the 

place of reading, leading to lower reading skills and educational achievement (e.g., Corteen & 

Williams, 1986; Hornik, 1978). Pediatricians have been concerned that the unhealthy eating 
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practices portrayed on television coupled with an emphasis on slim models contribute to 

increases in eating disorders (e.g., Dietz, 1990). Although there are few positive imag es of 

smoking on television programming now, print media that carry tobacco play down the dangers 

of tobacco in their editorial content (e.g., Kessler, 1989). Public health officials are concerned 

about how print advertising affects adolescents’ attitudes toward smoking. There are reports of 

increased family violence associated with television sports viewing (Capuzzo, 1990). Legal 

scholars struggle with the industry’s responsibilities in instigating criminal behavior in particularly 

susceptible radio listeners, television and movie viewers, and listeners to popular music who 

imitate antisocial media actions (Dee, 1987). Scholars are still sorting out how news coverage 

affects solidarity and consensus during crises (D.M.McLeod, Eveland, & Signorielli, 1994), 

perceptions about political protest (D.M.McLeod, 1995), and on narcotization (Lazarsfeld & 

Merton, 1948). 

7.2. Sociological perspectives on the role of the media  
Three main sociological perspectives on the role of media exist: the limited‐effects theory, the 

class‐dominant theory, and the culturalist theory. 

7.2.1. Limited-effects theory 

The limited‐effects theory argues that because people generally choose what to watch or read based on 

what they already believe, media exerts a negligible influence. This theory originated and was tested in 

the 1940s and 1950s. Studies that examined the ability of media to influence voting found that 

well‐informed people relied more on personal experience, prior knowledge, and their own reasoning. 

However, media “experts” more likely swayed those who were less informed. Critics point to two 

problems with this perspective. First, they claim that limited‐effects theory ignores the media's role in 

framing and limiting the discussion and debate of issues. How media frames the debate and what 

questions members of the media ask change the outcome of the discussion and the possible conclusions 

people may draw. Second, this theory came into existence when the availability and dominance of media 

was far less widespread. 
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7.2.2. Class-dominant theory  

The class‐dominant theory argues that the media reflects and projects the view of a minority elite, which 

controls it. Those people who own and control the corporations that produce media comprise this elite. 

Advocates of this view concern themselves particularly with massive corporate mergers of media  

organizations, which limit competition and put big business at the reins of media—especially news media. 

Their concern is that when ownership is restricted, a few people then have the ability to manipulate  what 

people can see or hear. For example, owners can easily avoid or silence stories that expose unethical 

corporate behavior or hold corporations responsible for their actions. 

The issue of sponsorship adds to this problem. Advertising dollars fund most media. Networks aim 

programming at the largest possible audience because the broader the appeal, the greater the potential 

purchasing audience and the easier selling air time to advertisers becomes. Thus, news organizations may 

shy away from negative stories about corporations (especially parent corporations) that finance large 

advertising campaigns in their newspaper or on their stations. Television networks receiving millions of 

dollars in advertising from companies like Nike and other textile manufacturers were slow to run stories 

on their news shows about possible human‐rights violations by these companies in foreign countries. 

Media watchers identify the same problem at the local level where city newspapers will not give new cars 

poor reviews or run stories on selling a home without an agent because the majority of their funding 

comes from auto and real estate advertising. This influence also extends to programming. In the 1990s a 

network cancelled a short‐run drama with clear religious sentiments,  Christy, because, although highly 

popular and beloved in rural America, the program did not rate well among young city dwellers that 

advertisers were targeting in ads. 

7.2.3. Culturalist theory 

The culturalist theory, developed in the 1980s and 1990s, combines the other two theories and claims 

that people interact with media to create their own meanings out of the images and messages they 

receive. This theory sees audiences as playing an active rather than passive role in relation to mass media. 

One strand of research focuses on the audiences and how they interact with media; the other strand of 

research focuses on those who produce the media, particularly the news. 

Theorists emphasize that audiences choose what to watch among a wide range of options, choose how 

much to watch, and may choose the mute button or the VCR remote over the programming selected by 
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the network or cable station. Studies of mass media done by sociologists parallel text‐reading and 

interpretation research completed by linguists (people who study language). Both groups of researchers 

find that when people approach material, whether written text or media images and messages, they 

interpret that material based on their own knowledge and experience. Thus, when researchers ask 

different groups to explain the meaning of a particular song or video, the groups produce widely divergent 

interpretations based on age, gender, race, ethnicity, and religious background. Therefore, culturalist 

theorists claim that, while a few elite in large corporations may exert significant control over what 

information media produces and distributes, personal perspective plays a more powerful role in how the 

information is received. 

7.3. Functionalism, Conflict Theory & Symbolic Interactionism & the Media 

It is difficult to conceive of any one theory or theoretical perspective that can explain the variety 

of ways that people interact with technology and the media. Technology runs the gamut from the 

match you strike to light a candle all the way up to sophisticated nuclear power plants that might 

power the factory where that candle, was made. Media could refer to the television you watch, 

the ads wrapping the bus you take to work or school, or the magazines you flip through in a 

waiting room, not to mention all the forms of new media, including Twitter, Facebook, blogs, 

YouTube, and the like. Are media and technology critical to the forward march of humanity? Are 

they pernicious capitalist tools that lead to the exploitation of workers worldwide? Are they the 

magic bullet the world has been waiting for to level the playing field and raise the world’s poor 

out of extreme poverty? Choose any opinion and you will find studies and scholars that agree 

with you––and those who disagree. 

7.3.1. Functionalism 

Because functionalism focuses on how media and technology contribute to the smooth 

functioning of society, a good place to begin understanding this perspective is to write a list of 

functions you perceive media and technology to perform. Your list might include the ability to 

find information on the internet, television’s entertainment value, or how advertising and 

product placement contribute to social norms.  
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Commercial Function 

As you might guess, with nearly every U.S. household possessing a television, and the 250 billion 

hours of television watched annually by Americans, companies that wish to connect with 

consumers find television an irresistible platform to promote their goods and services (Nielsen 

2012). Television advertising is a highly functional way to meet a market demographic where it 

lives. Sponsors can use the sophisticated data gathered by network and cable television 

companies regarding their viewers and target their advertising accordingly. Whether you are 

watching cartoons on Nick Jr. or a cooking show on Telemundo, chances are advertisers have a 

plan to reach you. 

And it certainly doesn’t stop with television. Commercial advertising precedes movies in theaters  

and shows up on and inside of public transportation, as well as on the sides of building and 

roadways. Major corporations such as Coca-Cola bring their advertising into public schools, 

sponsoring sports fields or tournaments, as well as filling the halls and cafeterias of those schools 

with vending machines hawking their goods. With the rising concerns about childhood obesity 

and attendant diseases, the era of soda machines in schools may be numbered. But not to worry. 

Coca-Cola’s filtered tap water, Dasani, and its juice products will remain standards in many 

schools. 

Entertainment Function 

An obvious manifest function of media is its entertainment value. Most people, when asked why 

they watch television or go to the movies, would answer that they enjoy it. And the numbers 

certainly illustrate that. While 2012 Nielsen research shows a slight reduction of U.S. homes with 

televisions, the reach of television is still vast. And the amount of time spent watching is equally 

large. Clearly, enjoyment is paramount. On the technology side, as well, there is a clear 

entertainment factor to the use of new innovations. From online gaming to chatting with friends 

on Facebook, technology offers new and more exciting ways for people to entertain themselves. 

Social Norm Functions 

Even while the media is selling us goods and entertaining us, it also serves to socialize us, helping 

us pass along norms, values, and beliefs to the next generation. In fact, we are socialized and 
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resocialized by media throughout our life course. All forms of media teach us what is good and 

desirable, how we should speak, how we should behave, and how we should react to events. 

Media also provide us with cultural touchstones during events of national significance. How many 

of your older relatives can recall watching the explosion of the space shuttle Challenger on 

television? How many of those reading this textbook followed the events of September 11 or 

Hurricane Katrina on the television or internet?  

But debate exists over the extent and impact of media socialization. One recent study (Krahe et 

al. 2011) demonstrated that violent media content does have a desensitizing affect and is 

correlated with aggressive thoughts. Another group of scholars (Gentile, Mathieson, and Crick 

2011) found that among children exposure to media violence led to an increase in both physical 

and relational aggression. Yet, a meta-analysis study covering four decades of research (Savage 

2003) could not establish a definitive link between viewing violence and committing criminal 

violence. 

It is clear from watching people emulate the styles of dress and talk that appear in media that 

media has a socializing influence. What is not clear, despite nearly 50 years of empirical research, 

is how much socializing influence the media has when compared to other agents of socialization, 

which include any social institution that passes along norms, values, and beliefs (such as peers, 

family, religious institutions, and the like). 

Life-Changing Functions 

Like media, many forms of technology do indeed entertain us, provide a venue for 

commercialization, and socialize us. For example, some studies suggest the rising obesity rate is 

correlated with the decrease in physical activity caused by an increase in use of some forms of 

technology, a latent function of the prevalence of media in society (Kautiainen et al. 2011). 

Without a doubt, a manifest function of technology is to change our lives, sometimes for the 

better and sometimes for the worse. Think of how the digital age has improved the ways we 

communicate. Have you ever used Skype or another webcast to talk to a friend or family member 

far away? Or maybe you have organized a fund drive, raising thousands of dollars, all from your 

desk chair. 
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Of course, the downside to this ongoing information flow is the near impossibility of 

disconnecting from technology, leading to an expectation of constant convenient a ccess to 

information and people. Such a fast-paced dynamic is not always to our benefit. Some 

sociologists assert that this level of media exposure leads to narcotizing dysfunction, a term that 

describes when people are too overwhelmed with media input to really care about the issue, so 

their involvement becomes defined by awareness instead of by action about the issue at hand 

(Lazerfeld and Merton 1948).  

7.3.2. Conflict Perspective 

In contrast to theories in the functional perspective, the conflict perspective focuses on the 

creation and reproduction of inequality—social processes that tend to disrupt society rather than 

contribute to its smooth operation. When taking a conflict perspective, one major focus is the 

differential access to media and technology embodied in the digital divide. Conflict theorists also 

look at who controls the media, and how media promotes the norms of upper-middle-class white 

Americans while minimizing the presence of the lower class, especially people of color. 

Control of Media and Technology 

Powerful individuals and social institutions have a great deal of influence over which forms of  

technology are released, when and where they are released, and what kind of media is available 

for our consumption, a form of gatekeeping. Shoemaker and Voss (2009) define gatekeeping as 

the sorting process by which thousands of possible messages are shaped into a mass media-

appropriate form and reduced to a manageable amount. In other words, the people in charge of 

the media decide what the public is exposed to, which, as C. Wright Mills (1956) famously noted, 

is the heart of media’s power.  

Take a moment to think of the way that “new media” evolves and replaces traditional forms of  

hegemonic media. With a hegemonic media, culturally diverse society can be dominated by one 

race, gender, or class through the manipulation of the media imposing its worldview as a societal 

norm. New media renders the gatekeeper role less of a factor in information distribution. Popular 
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sites such as YouTube and Facebook engage in a form of self-policing. Users are encouraged to 

report inappropriate behavior that moderators will then address. 

In addition, some conflict theorists suggest that the way American media is generated results in 

an unbalanced political arena. Those with the most money can buy the most media exposure, run 

smear campaigns against their competitors, and maximize their visual presence. Almost a year 

before the 2012 U.S. presidential election, the candidates––Barack Obama for the Democrats and 

numerous Republican contenders––have raised more than $186 million (Carmi et al. 2012). What 

do you think a conflict perspective theorist would suggest about the potential for the non-rich to 

be heard in politics? 

Technological Social Control and Digital Surveillance 

Social scientists take the idea of the surveillance society so seriously that there is an entire 

journal devoted to its study, Surveillance and Society. The panoptic surveillance envisioned by 

Jeremy Bentham and later analyzed by Michel Foucault (1975) is increasingly realized in the form 

of technology used to monitor our every move. This surveillance was imagined as a form of 

constant monitoring in which the observation posts are decentralized and the observed is never 

communicated with directly. Today, digital security cameras capture our movements, observers 

can track us through our cell phones, and police forces around the world use facial-recognition 

software. 

Feminist Perspective 

What types of women are we exposed to in the media? Some would argue that the range of 

female images is misleadingly narrow.  

Take a look at popular television shows, advertising campaigns, and online game sites. In most, 

women are portrayed in a particular set of parameters and tend to have a uniform look that 

society recognizes as attractive. Most are thin, white or light-skinned, beautiful, and young. Why 

does this matter? Feminist perspective theorists believe it’s crucial in creating and reinforcing 

stereotypes. For example, Fox and Bailenson (2009) found that online female avatars (the 

characters you play in online games like World of Warcraft or Second Life) conforming to gender 
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stereotypes enhances negative attitudes toward women, and Brasted (2010) found that media 

(advertising in particular) promotes gender stereotypes. 

The gender gap in tech-related fields (science, technology, engineering, and math) is no secret. A 

2011 U.S. Department of Commerce Report suggested that gender stereotyping is one reason for 

this gap, acknowledging the bias toward men as keepers of technological knowledge (US 

Department of Commerce 2011). But gender stereotypes go far beyond the use of technology. 

Press coverage in the media reinforces stereotypes that subordinate women, giving airtime to 

looks over skills, and disparaging women who defy accepted norms. 

Recent research in new media has offered a mixed picture of its potential to equalize the status 

of men and women in the arenas of technology and public discourse. A European agency, the 

Advisory Committee on Equal Opportunities for Men and Women (2010), issued an opinion 

report suggesting that while there is the potential for new media forms to perpetuate gender 

stereotypes and the gender gap in technology and media access, at the same time new media 

could offer alternative forums for feminist groups and the exchange of feminist ideas. Still, the 

committee warned against the relatively unregulated environment of new media and the 

potential for antifeminist activities, from pornography to human trafficking, to flourish there.  

Increasingly prominent in the discussion of new media and feminism is cyberfeminism, the 

application to, and promotion of, feminism online. Research on cyberfeminism runs the gamut 

from the liberating use of blogs by women living in Iraq during the second Gulf War (Peirce 2011) 

to an investigation of the Suicide Girls web site (Magnet 2007). 

7.3.3. Symbolic Interactionism 

Technology itself may act as a symbol for many. The kind of computer you own, the kind of car 

you drive, whether or not you can afford the latest Apple product—these serve as a social 

indicator of wealth and status. Neo-Luddites are people who see technology as symbolizing the 

coldness and alienation of modern life. But for technophiles, technology symbolizes the potential 

for a brighter future. For those adopting an ideological middle ground, technology might 
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symbolize status (in the form of a massive flat-screen television) or failure (in owning a basic old 

mobile phone with no bells or whistles). 

Social Construction of Reality 

Meanwhile, media create and spread symbols that become the basis for our shared 

understanding of society. Theorists working in the interactionist perspective focus on this social 

construction of reality, an ongoing process in which people subjectively create and understand 

reality. Media constructs our reality in a number of ways. For some, the people they watch on a 

screen can become a primary group, meaning the small informal groups of people who are 

closest to them. For many others, media becomes a reference group: a group that influences an 

individual and to which an individual compares himself, and by which we judge our successes and 

failures. We might do very well without an Android smartphone, until we see characters using it 

on our favorite television show or our classmates whipping one out between classes. 

While media may indeed be the medium to spread the message of the rich white males, Gamson, 

Croteau, Hoynes, and Sasson (1992) point out that some forms of media discourse allow the 

appearance of competing constructions of reality. For example, advertisers find new and creative 

ways to sell us products we don’t need and probably wouldn’t want without their prompting, but 

some networking sites such as Freecycle offer a commercial-free way of requesting and trading 

items that would otherwise be discarded. Additionally, the web is full of blogs chronicling lives 

lived “off the grid,” or without participation in the commercial economy.  

Social Networking and Social Construction 

While Twitter and Facebook encourage us to check in and provide details of our day through 

online social networks, corporations can just as easily promote their products on these sites. Even 

supposedly crowd-sourced sites like Yelp (which aggregates local reviews) are not immune to 

corporate shenanigans. That is, we think we are reading objective observations when in reality 

we may be buying into one more form of advertising. 

Facebook, which started as a free social network for college students, is increasingly a monetized  

business, selling you goods and services in subtle ways. But chances are you don’t think of 
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Facebook as one big online advertisement. What started out as a symbol of coolness and insider 

status, unavailable and inaccessible to parents and corporate shills, now promotes consumerism 

in the form of games and fandom. For example, think of all the money spent to upgrade popular 

Facebook games like Farmville. 

And notice that whenever you become a “fan,” you likely receive product updates and special 

deals that promote online and real -world consumerism. It is unlikely that millions of people want 

to be “friends” with Pampers. But if it means a weekly coupon, they will, in essence, rent out 

space on their Facebook page for Pampers to appear. Thus, we develop both new ways to spend 

money and brand loyalties that will last even after Facebook is considered outdated and 

obsolete. 

7.4. Varying Sociological Critiques 

There exist a range of sociological theories and perspectives on the effects of the mass media on 

issues of identity, culture and society. Although it is not possible to give cover these perspectives 

exhaustively, this section introduces students to a few interesting critiques and analysis.  

7.4.1. Transforming Culture 

Castells (1995: 328) argues that recent developments in communications technologies transform 

our cultures: 

“The integration of text, images and sounds in the same system, interacting from multiple 

points, in chosen time (real or delayed) along a global network, in conditions of open and 

affordable access, does fundamentally change the character of communication. And 

communication decisively shapes culture because…we do not see reality as it is but as our 

languages are. And our languages are our media. Our media are our metaphors. Our 

metaphors create the content of our culture. Because culture is mediated and enacted 

through communication, cultures themselves, that is our historically produced systems of 

beliefs and codes, become fundamentally transformed, and will be more so over time, by 

the new technological system” 
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7.4.2. Homogenizing Effects 

Waters (1995) argues that most communications technology originates in advanced capitalist 

societies as does much of its content. This has three principal effects: 

 It exports the culture-ideology of consumerism from the center to the periphery of the 

world system because most of the news, information and advertising flows in that 

direction. Not only the program producers but the advertising agencies and news agencies 

as well as the companies that manufacture consumer products are owned in advanced 

capitalist societies. Advertising in particular seeks to sell products by depicting idealized 

Western lifestyles, often under the universalizing themes of sex, status and siblinghood of 

humanity. 

 Cultural flows via the mass media absorb new nations into what some might call the 

network of cultural imperialism and help knit that network together by means of language 

and content 

 The mass media convert the contents of human relationships into symbols or token and 

connect people across great distances. So effective can this process be that communities 

of interest or value commitment can develop between people who have never met. These 

are sometimes described as simulated communities because they are based on behavioral 

cues given only in the mass media. The ability to transmit symbols very rapidly 

compressing time and eliminating the constraints and social reality of space.  

7.4.3. The Culture Industry as Mass Deception 

The Frankfurt School (Neo-Marxist perspective) saw popular culture as an agent of class 

domination and capitalism: pacifying the proletariat into accepting the inequalities of the class 

system. Frankfurt School Theory is often referred to as critical theory because it is questioning of 

mass media, modern culture and existing social theory. The work of the Frankfurt school has 

been influential in shaping the way in which mass culture has been theorized. In particular the 

work of Adorno and Marcuse views the media as manipulating the proletariat, distracting 
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workers from their disadvantaged position and pacifying them with products that meet needs 

that have been falsified.  

In their influential work ‘The Culture Industry as Mass Deception’ (1944) Theodor Adorno and 

Max Horkheimer argue that: 

Mass culture is uniform and standardized – “under capitalism all mass culture is identical” 

(Adorno and Horkheimer, 1944: 1037)  

Mass culture is characterized by few production centers and many points for consumption 

(mirroring the mass production methods that have characterized mechanized production since 

the industrial revolution)  

They argue that the culture industry is deceitful on various levels: 

 Whilst it claims to satisfy the needs of consumers, the culture industry only serves the 

interests of capitalism and the ruling class 

 It offers products that are misleading in their difference and serve to distract the workers 

from the inequalities of the class system under capitalism 

For a contemporary example: the notions that programs that embody the Warholian mantra that 

everybody can be famous for fifteen minutes distract individuals from the decline of class 

mobility and the polarization of wealth and opportunity in the 2000s is a  very real possibility.  

7.4.4. One Dimensional Man 

Herbert Marcuse, in his work One Dimensional Man (1964), posits that under capitalism man is 

no longer able to imagine another way of living – becoming one dimensional. He argues that: 

Creativity and the arts, which could potentially serve as a critique of capitalism has become 

commoditized and incorporated into the system of the ruling class.  The working class has been 

corrupted by capitalism and the allure of mass culture. 
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Capitalist modes of production have in the West pacified the working class with rising standards 

of living and cheap consumer goods leading to a modern society determined by false needs: 

“The people recognize themselves in their commodities; they find their soul in their 

automobile, hi-fi set, split level home, kitchen equipment. The very mechanism which ties 

the individual to society has changed and social control is anchored in the new needs 

which it has produced” (Marcuse, 1964: 9) 

7.4.5. Hegemony  

Antonio Gramisci, in his work Hegemony, Intellectual and the State (1971), introduces the notion 

of ‘hegemony’ referring to the supremacy of one social grouping over another. For Gramsci this 

asserts itself in two way: domination and moral leadership. However for domination to be 

effective there needs to be moral leadership first. Therefore a central concept here is consent. 

The media industries such as the popular press, film, television and pop music, are seen as key 

agents of cultural consent. 

Whilst Gramsci concedes that hegemony has to take on board the interests of groups over which 

hegemony is exercised it must also serve the decisive nucleus of economic activity. He uses the 

term hegemony to describe relationships between different economic groups within society as 

well as international relationships.  

7.4.6. The Consumer Society and Hyper-reality 

For Jean Baudrillard, in his work The Consumer Society: Myths and Structures (1970), the shift 

from manufacturing to information-based industry are characteristic of the emergence of 

postmodern society. As engagement with the economy becomes more tangible at the level of 

consumer rather than producer, this creates a new sensibility whereby the consumption of goods 

is indivisible from signification of identity.  

The problem with this according to Baudrillard is that human desire and aspiration is restricted to 

the desire to possess what other people have – individualism is seen as in no way contradictory 

to resembling everyone else. Consumer culture is so successful because: 
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 it offers the promise of total fulfillment 

 Consumer culture constitutes a new and authentic language and is perceived as a 

harmless was in which an individual expresses his ego. 

 However whilst consumer culture may appear to be transparent it conceals the real 

relations of production and social relation.  

The proliferation of information technology alienates man from real lived social existence, forcing 

him to enter a new media induced reality known as hyper-reality: the hyper –reality is 

characterized by the collapse of the distinction between the real and the simulated and the 

predominance of the simulacrum (the copy without an original). A thought echoed by Fredric 

Jameson (1984) who also argues that in late capitalist society the distinction between the real 

and the simulated becomes very blurred.  

7.4.7. Net vs. the Self 

Manuel Castells (1995) argues that whilst the world has become increasingly connected and 

networked, the rapid social changes taking place are also simultaneously shaking up the 

foundations of people lives. In a historical period characterized by widespread restructuring of 

organizations, delegitimation of institutions, fading away of major social movements, and 

ephemeral cultural expressions, identity is becoming the main, and sometimes the only source of 

meaning.  

“In such a world of uncontrolled and confusing change, people tend to regroup around 

primary identities: religious, ethnic, territorial and national. Religious fundamentalism, 

Christian, Islamic, Jewish, Hindu and even Buddhist, is probably the most formidable force 

of personal security and collective mobilization in these troubled years. In a world of 

global flows of wealth, power, and images, the search for identity, collective or individual, 

ascribed or constructed, becomes the fundamental source of social meaning. 
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7.4.8. The Mirror Stage 

The French psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan’s work on child development, The Mirror Stage (1937), 

offers some interesting insight to the issue of media and culture, especially to new forms of social 

media such as Face book. 

The ‘Mirror Stage’ refers to the moment when a child first recognizes itself in a mirror. At this 

point the child has not yet attained full coordination or control of its body. Until this point the 

child experiences its bodily self only through the perception of the spatial and sensory 

relationship between neighboring body parts and the physical environment. The child’s sense of 

self is un-unified and fragmented and yet in the mirror he or she identifies their own body image 

as a unified whole. Initially, the child tries to verify the image as its own by turning to the mother. 

In doing this however the child recognizes itself as a being separate from its mother. The child 

then begins to explore its movements as they are reflected in the mirror; thus identifying with 

the idealized and unified mirror-self. It is through this narcissistic self-objectification that the ego 

is formed. The encounter produces a ‘misunderstanding’ in which the imaginary is mistaken for 

the real, thus producing the ego. The ego is produced via language in the symbolic order; the 

mirror image becomes not only a symbol for the unified subject but also a signifier for the self; a 

signifier for ‘you-ness’.  

In the contemporary world an interesting example of how the mirror stage functions within 

contemporary media is in the social networking website Face book. It exemplifies the way that 

new media can be used as a ‘mirror’ in front of which we are able to reflexively re-present and 

reproduce the self. It has fundamentally altered the nature of social interaction. The Face book 

profile allows people to keep in touch but it is also possible to represent one’s own life as a media 

product. Face book friends are arguably subscribing to a niche brand- you. Altering the function 

of social concern from a concerned wish to find out the well-being of others to a narcissistic want 

for self-affirmation of one’s own brand identity via the feedback of others.  
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7.4.9. Impression Management 

Impression management in mediated communication. At first glance, computer-mediated 

communication (CMC) seems to have limited potential for identity management. E-mail 

messages, for example, appear to lack the “richness” of other channels. They don’t convey the 

postures, gestures, or facial expressions that are an important part of face-to-face 

communication. They even lack the vocal information available in telephone messages. These 

limitations might seem to make it harder to create and manage an identity when communicating 

via computer.  

Recently, though, communication scholars have begun to recognize that what is missing in 

computer-mediated communication can actually be an advantage for communicators who want 

to manage the impressions they make. E-mail authors can edit their messages until they create 

just the desired impression. They can choose the desired level of clarity or ambiguity, seriousness 

or humor, logic or emotion. Unlike face-to-face communication, electronic correspondence 

allows a sender to say difficult things without forcing the receiver to respond immediately, and it 

permits the receiver to ignore a message rather than give an unpleasant response. Options like 

these show that CMC can serve as a tool for impression management at least as well as face-to-

face communication.  

In CMC, communicators have much greater control over what kinds of information to reveal or 

hide. A Web page designer who doesn’t want to be judged by his appearance (too young/old, not 

physically attractive, male or female) can hide or manipulate these characteristics in ways that 

aren’t possible in face-to-face settings. A telecommuter working at home can close a big deal via 

computer while chomping on an apple, muttering about the client, or even belching—none of 

which is recommended in face-to-face interaction!  

Along with providing greater control over what to say, mediated channels give communicators 

greater control over how to shape a message in ways that enhance the management of their own 

identity and preserve the face of others. On the Internet, it’s possible to shape a message until it 
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creates just the desired impression. You can edit remarks to get just the right tone of sincerity, 

humor, irony, or concern—or not send any message at all, if that is the best way to maintain face. 

 

Sources: 

Materials are made up of excerpts from the following texts: 
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