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norm and can range from a parent frowning at a child 
who fails to use proper table manners to a prison term 
or death sentence. Formal sanctions are rewards or pun-
ishments conferred by recognized officials. Fines for 
parking illegally, failing grades for plagiarism, and expul-
sion for bringing drugs or weapons to school are formal 
negative sanctions your school might impose. Positive 
sanctions include honors and awards. Informal sanctions 

are unofficial rewards or punishments such as smiles, 
frowns, or ignoring unacceptable behaviors. A private 
word of praise by your professor after class about how 
well you did on your exam would be an informal positive 
sanction; gossip or ostracism by other students because 
of the clothes you wear would be an informal negative 
sanction. Most often, adherence to norms is ingrained so 
deeply that our reward is simply “fitting in.” 

Language is the foundation of every culture. It con-
veys verbal, written, and nonverbal messages among 
members of society. The mini-drama between infant 
and adult is played out every day around the world as 
millions of infants learn the language of the adults who 
care for them. In the process, they acquire an impor-
tant part of culture, which is learned. Although many 
animals can communicate with a limited repertoire 
of sounds, the ability to speak a language is unique 
to humans (Phillips 2013). Language conveys verbal, 
written, and nonverbal messages among members 
of society. Simply put, without language there would 
be little, if any, culture. Through the use of language, 
members of a culture can pass on essential knowl-
edge to children and can share ideas with other mem-
bers of their society. Work can be organized, and the 
society can build on its experiences and plan its future. 
Through language, members express their ideas, val-
ues, beliefs, and knowledge, a key ingredient in the 
ability of humans to sustain social life.

taboo in one situation may be acceptable at another 
time and place. The incest taboo is an example found 
in all cultures, yet the application of the incest taboo 
varies greatly across cultures (Brown 1991). In medi-
eval Europe, if a man and a woman were within seven 
degrees of relatedness and wanted to marry, the mar-
riage could be denied by the priest as incestuous. 
(Your first cousin is a third degree of relatedness from 
you.) Of course, in Europe, exceptions were made for 
the royal families, where cousins often married. By 
contrast, the Balinese permit twins to marry because it 
is believed they have already been intimately bonded 
together in the womb (Leslie and Korman 1989). In 
some African and Native American societies, one can-
not marry a sibling but might be expected to marry 
a first cousin. As Table 3.2 illustrates, the definition of 
what is and what is not incest varies even from state to 
state in the United States.

Laws are norms formally encoded by those hold-
ing political power in society, such as laws against 
stealing property or killing another person. The vio-
lator of a law is likely to be perceived not just as a 
weird or an immoral person but also as a criminal who 
deserves formal punishment. Many mores are passed 
into law, and some folkways are also made into laws 
with formal punishments imposed for their violation. 
Behaviors may be folkways in one situation and mores 
or laws in another, with gradually more serious conse-
quences. For example, nudity or various stages of near 
nudity may be only mildly questionable in some social 
settings (the beach or certain fraternity parties) but 
would be quite offensive in others (a four-star restau-
rant or a house of worship) and against the law in some 
situations, incurring a penalty, or sanction.

Sanctions reinforce norms through rewards and  
penalties. Sanctions vary with the importance of the 
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States that allow marriage only under certain conditions such as marriage after a certain age or inability to bear children: Arizona, Illinois, Indiana, 
Maine, Utah, and Wisconsin.

Source: National Conference of State Legislatures 2015. 

TABLE 3.2  Incest Taboos in the United States: States That Allow  
First-Cousin Marriage




