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romantic diamond engagement ring—a symbol that  
represents the most intimate tie—may well be imported 
from a South African mine using low-paid or even slave 
labor. Our cars consist of parts produced on nearly every 
continent.

Thinking Sociologically
Think of examples of material culture that you use 
daily: stove, automobile, cell phone, computer, 

refrigerator, clock, money, and so forth. How do 
these material objects influence your way of life and 
the way you interact with others? How would your 
behavior be different if one of these material objects, 
say iPhones or money, did not exist?

Nonmaterial Culture: Beliefs,  
Values, Rules, and Language
Saluting the flag, saying a blessing before meals, flashing 
someone an obscene gesture, and a football coach signal-
ing what defensive formation to run for the next play are 
all symbolic acts. In the case of the salute and the prayer, 
the acts undergird a belief about the nation or about a 
higher spiritual presence. In each case, something is com-
municated, yet each of these acts refers to something more 
abstract than any material object.

Nonmaterial culture refers to the thoughts, lan-
guage, feelings, beliefs, values, and attitudes that make 
up much of our culture. They are the invisible and intan-
gible parts of culture that involve society’s rules of beha
vior, ideas, and beliefs that shape how people interact 
with others and with their environment. Although we 
cannot touch the nonmaterial components of our cul-
ture, they pervade our life and influence how we think, 
feel, and behave. Nonmaterial culture is complex, com-
prising four main elements: values, beliefs, norms or rules, 
and language.

Values are shared judgments about what is desirable or 
undesirable, right or wrong, and good or bad. They express 
the basic ideals of any group of people. In industrial and 
postindustrial societies, for instance, a good education is 
highly valued. That you are in college shows you have cer-
tain values toward learning and education. Gunnar 
Myrdal, a Swedish sociologist and observer of U.S. culture, 
referred to the U.S. value system as the American creed, so 
much a part of the way of life that it acquires the power of 
religious doctrine (Myrdal 1964). We tend to take our core 
values for granted, including freedom, equality, individu-
alism, democracy, free enterprise, efficiency, progress, 
achievement, and material comfort (Macionis 2016;  
R. Williams 1970).

At the macro level, conflicts may arise between groups in 
society because of differing value systems. For example, there 
are major differences between the values of various Native 
American nations and the dominant culture—whether that 
dominant culture is in North, Central, or South America  
(R. Lake 1990; Sharp 1991). These conflicts in values have 
had serious consequences. For example, cooperation is a  
cultural value that has been passed on through generations 

Homes are good examples of material culture. Their construction 
is influenced not only by local materials but also by ideas of what 
a home is. Homes shape the context in which family members 
interact, so they can influence the nonmaterial culture, including 
beliefs, values, and symbols. Houses, like clothes, act as symbols that 
communicate levels of prestige.
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Coaches and players use hand signals to cue each other into an 
upcoming play or to convey what defense or offense to set up—an 
example of nonverbal communication.
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