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A give-and-take exists between subcultures and the 
dominant culture, with each contributing to and influenc-
ing the other. Sometimes, the differences between the two 
lead to tension and conflict. When conflict with the larger 
culture becomes serious and important norms of the dom-
inant society are violated, a different type of culture 
emerges.

A counterculture is a group with expectations and 
values that contrast sharply with the dominant values of a 
particular society (Yinger 1960). An example of a counter-
culture is the Old Order Amish of Pennsylvania and Ohio. 
The Amish drive horse-drawn buggies and seldom use 
electricity or modern machines. They reject many main-
stream notions of success and replace them with their own 
work values and goals. The Old Order Amish prefer to edu-
cate their children in their own communities, insisting 
that their children not go beyond an eighth-grade educa-
tion in the public-school curriculum. They also do not use 
automobiles or conventional tractors. The Amish are paci-
fists and will not serve as soldiers in the national military.

Other types of countercultures seek to withdraw from 
society, to operate outside its economic and legal systems, 
or even to bring about the downfall of the larger society. 
Examples include survivalist groups, such as racist militia 
and skinheads, who reject the principles of democratic 
pluralism. In the United States, the number of antigovern-
ment “Patriot” groups who believe “that the federal gov-
ernment is conspiring to take Americans’ guns and 
destroy their liberties as it paves the way for a global ‘one-
world government’” has increased dramatically over the 
past decade (Potok 2013c).

Some countercultures, such as the Amish, continue 
over time and can sustain members throughout their life 
cycle. Like subcultures, they may operate at the meso 
level, but unlike subcultures, they reject mainstream cul-
ture. Moreover, some countercultural groups, such as 
punk rock groups or violent and deviant teenage gangs, 
are short lived or are relevant to people only at a certain 
age. These countercultural groups operate at the micro 
level but are more conflictual with the dominant culture 
than microcultures.

Countercultures are not necessarily bad for society. 
According to conflict theory, which was introduced in 
Chapter 2, the existence of counterculture groups is clear 
evidence that there are contradictions or tensions within a 
society that need to be addressed. Countercultures often 
challenge the unfair treatment of groups in society that do 
not hold power. They sometimes develop into social organi-
zations or protest groups. Extremist religious and political 
groups, whether Christian, Islamic, Hindu, or any other, 

may best be understood as countercultures against Western 
or global influences that they perceive as threatening to 
their way of life. Figure 3.3 illustrates the types of cultures in 
the social world and the relationship between countercul-
tures and their national culture. Countercultures, as 
depicted, view themselves and are viewed by others as 
“fringe” groups—partial outsiders within a nation.

Thinking Sociologically
Describe a counterculture group whose goals are at 
odds with those of the dominant culture. Do you see 
any evidence to show that the group is influencing 
behavioral expectations and values in the larger soci-
ety? What effect, if any, do countercultures have on 
your life?

National and Global Culture:  
Macro-Level Analysis
Canada is a national society, geographically bounded by 
the mainland United States to the south, the Pacific Ocean 
and Alaska to the west, the Atlantic Ocean to the east, and 
the Arctic to the north. The government in Ottawa passes 
laws that regulate activities in all provinces (which are 
similar to states or prefectures), and each province passes 
its own laws on regional matters. These geographic 
boundaries and political structures make up the national 
society of Canada.

National Society and Culture.  The national society 
(introduced in Chapter 1) is a population of people, usually 
living within a specified geographic area, who are con-
nected by common ideas, cooperate for the attainment of 
common goals, and are subject to a particular political 
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FIGURE 3.3  Cultures at Various  
Levels in the Social World


