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and continuing until death. It is a major part of what the 
family, education, religion, and other institutions do to 
prepare individuals to be members of their social world.

From the day they are born, infants are interactive, 
ready to be socialized into membership in the social world. 
As they cry, coo, or smile, they gradually learn that their 
behaviors elicit responses from other humans. This inter-

action is the exchange of verbal and nonverbal messages. 
These form the basic building block of socialization 
through which a child learns its culture and becomes a 
member of society. This process of interaction shapes the 
infant into a human being with a social self—the percep-
tion we have of who we are.

Three main elements provide the framework for social-
ization: human biological potential, culture, and individ-
ual experiences. Babies enter this world unsocialized, 
totally dependent on others to meet their needs and com-
pletely lacking in social awareness and an understanding 
of the rules of their society. Despite this complete vulnera-
bility, they have the potential to learn the language, norms, 
values, and skills needed in their society. Socialization is 
necessary not only for the survival of the individual but 
also for the survival of society and its groups. The process 
continues in various forms throughout our lives, as we 
enter and exit various positions—from school to work to 
retirement to death.

In this chapter, we explore the nature and importance 
of socialization and how individuals become socialized. We 
also look at development of the self, who or what socializes 
us, macro-level issues in the socialization process, and a 
policy example illustrating socialization. First, we briefly 
examine an ongoing debate: Which is more influential in 
determining who we are—our genes (nature) or our 
socialization into the social world (nurture)?

NATURE VERSUS 
NURTURE—OR BOTH 
WORKING TOGETHER?
What is it that makes us who we are? Is it our biological 
makeup or the family and community in which we grow up? 
One side of the contemporary debate regarding nature ver-
sus nurture seeks to explain the development of the self and 
human social behaviors—violence, crime, academic perfor-
mance, mate selection, economic success, gender roles, and 
other behaviors—by examining biological or genetic factors 
that are the basis for social behavior (J. Harris 2009; Winkler 
1991). Sociologists call this sociobiology, psychologists refer 

to it as evolutionary psychology, and anthropologists call it 
human behavioral ecology. Researchers in these fields claim 
that our human genetic makeup wires us for social behav-
iors (Pinker 2002; E. Wilson 1987, 2000).

The idea is that we perpetuate our own biological family 
and the human species through our social behaviors. 
Human groups develop power structures, are territorial, 
and protect their kin. Examples of behaviors that sociobiolo-
gists see as rooted in the genetic makeup of the species 
include a mother ignoring her own safety to help a child, 
soldiers dying in battle for their comrades and countries, 
communities feeling hostility toward outsiders or foreign-
ers, and people defending property lines against intrusion by 
neighbors. Sociobiologists say that these behaviors con-
tinue because they result in an increased chance of survival 
of the family, one’s group, and the species as a whole (Lerner 
1992; Pinker 2002; E. Wilson 1980, 1987, 2000).

Most sociologists believe that sociobiology, human 
behavioral ecology, and evolutionary psychology explana-
tions have flaws. Sociobiology is a reductionist theory; 
that is, it often reduces complex social behaviors to single 
inherited traits, such as an altruism gene, an aggression 
gene, or any other behavioral gene. However, evidence for 
such inherited traits is weak, at best. Sociologists point to 
the fact that there are great variations in the way members 
of different societies and groups behave. People born in 
one culture and raised in another adopt social behaviors 
common to the culture in which they grow up, not based 
on inherited traits (S. Gould 1997). If a specific social 
behavior is genetic, then it should be present regardless of 

Socialization starts at the beginning of life, as babies interact 
intensively with their parents, observing and learning what kinds of 
sounds or actions elicit response from adults.
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