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the culture in which humans are raised. What sets 
humans apart from other animals is not so much our bio-
logical heritage but our ability to learn the ways of our cul-
ture through socialization.

Most sociologists recognize that individuals are influ-
enced by biology, which limits the range of human 
responses and creates certain needs and drives, but they 
believe that nurture is far more important. Some sociolo-
gists propose theories that consider both nature and nur-
ture. Alice Rossi, former president of the American 
Sociological Association, has argued that we need to build 
both biological and social theories—or biosocial theo-
ries—into explanations of social processes, such as parent-
ing (Rossi 1984). One group of sociologists has developed a 
theory called evolutionary sociology, which takes seriously 
the way our genetic makeup—including a remarkable 
capacity for language—shapes our range of behaviors. 
However, biological research also shows that living organ-
isms are often modified by their environments and the 
behaviors of others around them—with even biological or 
genetic structure becoming modified due to social interac-
tion and experiences (De Waal 2016; Dobbs 2013; 
Machalek and Martin 2010).

In short, biology influences human behavior, but 
human action and interaction can also modify biological 
traits. For example, the nutritional history of grandpar-
ents can affect the metabolism of their grandchildren, and 
what grandparents ate was largely shaped by cultural ideas 
about food (Freese, Powell, and Steelman 1999; “Ghost in 
Your Genes” 2009). Our cultural values shape what we eat 

today and whether we share food with the less privileged in 
our society. Research has shown that trauma experi-
ences—like being in a concentration camp—can be so 
severe that they are passed on genetically to a next genera-
tion (Sample 2015; Thomson 2015; Yehuda et al. 2015). 
The bottom line is that even our biological traits may be 
shaped by social factors. Socialization is key in the process 
of “becoming human and becoming humane.”

THE IMPORTANCE OF 
SOCIALIZATION
If you have lived on a farm, watched animals in the wild, or 
seen television nature shows, you probably have noticed 
that many animal young become independent shortly after 
birth. Horses are on their feet in a matter of hours, and by 
the time turtles hatch from eggs, their parents are long 
gone. Many species in the animal kingdom do not require 
contact with adults to survive because their behaviors are 
inborn and instinctual. Generally speaking, the more 
intelligent the species, the longer the period of gestation 
and of nutritional and social dependence on the mother 
and family. Humans clearly take the longest time to social-
ize their young and to teach them how to survive. Even 
among primates, human infants have the longest gesta-
tion and dependency period, generally 6 to 8 years. 
Chimpanzees, very similar to humans in their DNA, take 
only 12 to 28 months. This extended dependency period 
for humans—what some have referred to as the long 

childhood—allows each human being 
time to learn the complexities of cul-
ture. This suggests that biology and 
social processes work together.

Normal human development involves 
learning to sit, crawl, stand, walk, think, 
talk, and participate in social interac-
tions. Ideally, the long period of depen-
dence allows children the opportunity to 
learn necessary skills, knowledge, and 
social roles through affectionate and  
tolerant interaction with people who 
care about them. Yet what happens if 
children are deprived of adequate care  
or even human contact? The following 
section illustrates the importance of 
socialization by showing the effects of 
deprivation and isolation on normal 
socialization.
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This African family shares a playful moment together as they interact with one another. 
Even in such carefree moments, parents act as socializing agents for their children.


