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shared, and reshaped from generation to generation. All 
activities in the society, whether educating young mem-
bers, preparing and eating dinner, selecting leaders for the 
group, finding a mate, or negotiating with other societies, 
are guided by cultural rules and expectations. In each soci-
ety, culture provides the social rules for how individuals 
carry out necessary tasks.

Society—organized groups of people—and culture—
their way of life—are interdependent. The two are not the 
same thing, but they cannot exist without each other, just 
as computer hardware and software are each useless with-
out the other.

This chapter explores the ideas of society and culture 
and their relation to each other, what society is and how it is 
organized, how it influences and is influenced by culture, 
what culture is, how and why culture develops, the compo-
nents of culture, cultural theories, and policy issues. After 
reading this chapter, you will have a better idea of how you 
learn and make use of your society’s culture.

SOCIETY: THE HARDWARE
The structures that make up society include the micro-
level positions we hold (parent, student, and employee); 
the groups to which we belong (family, work group, and 
clubs); and the larger groups, organizations, or institu-
tions in which we participate (education, political, and 
economic organizations). This “hardware” (structure) of 
our social world provides the framework for “software” 
(culture) to function.

Societies, usually countries but sometimes distinct 
sovereign groups within countries (such as Native 
Americans), differ because they exist in different locations 
with unique resources—mountains, coastal areas, jun-
gles, and deserts. Although human societies have become 
more complex over time, especially in recent human his-
tory, people have been hunters and gatherers for 99% of 
human existence. Only a few groups remain hunters and 
gatherers today. As Table 3.1 illustrates, if all human his-
tory were to be compressed into the lifetime of an 80-year-
old person, humans would have started cultivating crops 
and herding animals for their food supply only a few 
months ago. Note the incredible rate of change that has 
occurred just in the past 2 centuries.

Thinking Sociologically
What major changes took place in your grandpar-
ents’ lifetimes that affect the way you and your family 
live today?

Societies are organized in particular patterns shaped by 
factors that include the way people procure food, the avail-
ability of resources, contact with other societies, and cul-
tural beliefs. For example, people can change from herding 
to farming only if they have the knowledge, skills, and desire 
to do so and only in environments that will support agricul-
ture. As societies develop, changes take place in the social 
structures and relationships between people. For example, 
in industrialized societies, relationships between people typ-
ically become more formal because people must interact 
with strangers and not just their relatives. It is important to 
note that not all societies go through all stages. Some are 
jolted into the future by political events or changes in the 
global system, and some resist pressures to become mod-
ernized and continue to live in simpler social systems.

Evolution of Societies
The Saharan desert life for the Tuareg tribe is pretty much 
as it has been for centuries. In simple traditional societies, 
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Traditional, rural Mayan women in Guatemala make tortillas, 
or boxboles. Food preparation, as well as consumption, is a 
deeply communal experience among these people.


