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appealing. Still, over time, some individuals began to rede-
fine these crests as breathtakingly beautiful. We now see 
both as beautiful, but the social construction of scenery 
has not always been so (Lofgren 1999, 2010). So even what 
we experience as relaxing and peaceful in nature is shaped 
by how our society constructs those experiences.

This notion that individuals shape culture and that 
culture influences individuals is at the core of symbolic 
interaction theory. Other social theories tend to focus on 
the meso and macro levels.

Thinking Sociologically
Think about how you communicate with one or more 
of your close friends. What are some of the symbols 
you use to communicate with one another? How do 
these forms of communication indicate that you are 
close friends and help you feel connected to them?

Cultural Theories at the  
Meso and Macro Levels
How can we explain such diverse world practices as eating 
termites and worshipping cows? Why have some societies 
allowed men to have four wives, whereas others—such as 
the Shakers—have prohibited any sex between men and 
women? Why do some groups worship their ancestors, 
whereas others have many gods, and yet others believe in a 
single divine being? How can societies adapt to extremes of 
climate and geographical terrain—hot, cold, dry, wet, 

mountainous, and flat? Humankind has evolved practices 
so diverse that it would be hard to find a practice that has 
not been adopted in some society at some time in history.

To explain these cultural differences, we refer to two 
already familiar perspectives that have made important 
contributions to understanding culture at the meso and 
macro levels: structural-functional and conflict theories.

Structural-Functional Theory.  Structural-functional 
theorists (also called functionalists) ask why members of 
an ethnic subculture or a society engage in certain prac-
tices. To answer, they look at how those practices contrib-
ute to the survival or social solidarity of the group or 
society as a whole. An example is the reverence for cattle in 
India. The sacred cow is protected, treated with respect, 
and not slaughtered for food. The reasons relate to India’s 
ancient development into an agricultural society that 
required sacrifices. Cattle were needed to pull plows and to 
provide a source of milk and dried dung for fuel. Cows 
gained religious significance because of their importance 
for the survival of early agricultural communities. They 
must, therefore, be protected from hungry people for the 
long-term survival of the group. Protecting cows was func-
tional; that is, the practice served a purpose for society  
(M. Harris 1989).

Functionalists view societies as composed of interdepen-
dent parts, each fulfilling certain necessary functions or 
purposes for the total society (Radcliffe-Brown 1935). 
Shared norms, values, and beliefs, for instance, serve the 
function of holding a social group together. At a global, 
macro level, functionalists see the world moving in the 
direction of having a common culture, potentially reducing 
we-versus-they thinking and promoting unity across 
boundaries. Synthesis of cultures and even the loss of some 
cultures are viewed as a natural result of globalization.

Although most cultural practices serve positive func-
tions for the maintenance and stability of society, some 
practices, such as slavery, may be functional for those in 
power (those using child labor) but dysfunctional for 
minority groups or individual members of society. The fact 
that some societies are weak or have died out suggests that 
their way of life may not have been functional in the long 
run. Consider the case of Haiti, a country weakened, in 
part, because all the forests have been cut down to provide 
firewood. The resulting erosion made much of the land 
unusable for growing crops and led to a scarcity of food  
(J. Diamond 2005). Add to the existing poverty and hunger 
the devastation brought about by two earthquakes in 2010 
that damaged or destroyed most buildings, followed by a 
hurricane and a cholera epidemic. The country and its 

In the late 1700s and early 1800s, this mountain view would 
have been considered an eyesore—too ugly to enjoy. The social 
construction of reality—the definition of what is beautiful in our 
culture—has changed dramatically over the past 2 centuries.
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