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property or killing another person. The violator of a law is 
likely to be perceived not just as a weird or an immoral 
person but also as a criminal who deserves formal punish-
ment. Many mores are passed into law, and some folkways 
are also made into laws, with formal punishments imposed 
for their violation. Behaviors may be folkways in one situa-
tion and mores or laws in another, with gradually more 
serious consequences. For example, nudity or various 
stages of near nudity may be only mildly questionable in 
some social settings (the beach or certain fraternity par-
ties) but would be quite offensive in others (a four-star res-
taurant or a house of worship) and against the law in some 
situations, incurring a penalty, or sanction.

Sanctions reinforce norms through rewards and pen-
alties. Sanctions vary with the importance of the norm and 
can range from a parent frowning at a child who fails to 
use proper table manners to a prison term or death sen-
tence. Formal sanctions are rewards or punishments con-
ferred by recognized officials. Fines for parking illegally, 
failing grades for plagiarism, and expulsion for bringing 
drugs or weapons to school are formal negative sanctions 
your school might impose. Positive sanctions include hon-
ors and awards. Informal sanctions are unofficial rewards 
or punishments, such as smiles, frowns, or ignoring some-
one. A private word of praise by your professor after class 
about how well you did on your exam would be an informal 
positive sanction; gossip or ostracism by other students 
because of the clothes you wear would be an informal neg-
ative sanction. Most often, adherence to norms is 
ingrained so deeply that our reward is simply “fitting in.”

Language is the foundation of every culture. It conveys 
verbal, written, and nonverbal messages among members of 
society. The minidrama between infant and adult is played 
out every day around the world as millions of infants learn 
the language of the adults who care for them. In the process, 
they acquire an important part of culture, which is learned. 

Although many animals can communicate with a limited 
repertoire of sounds, the ability to speak a language is 
unique to humans (R. Phillips 2013). Transport a baby from 
France to the Arapesh tribe in New Guinea and another baby 
from New Guinea to France, and each will learn to speak the 
language and adhere to the culture in which it is brought 
up. Language conveys verbal, written, and nonverbal mes-
sages among members of society.

Simply put, without language there would be little, if 
any, culture. Through the use of language, members of a 
culture can pass on essential knowledge to children and 
can share ideas with other members of their society. Work 
can be organized, and the society can build on its experi-
ences and plan its future. Through language, members 
express their ideas, values, beliefs, and knowledge, a key 
ingredient in the ability of humans to sustain social life.

Language takes three primary forms: spoken, written, 
and nonverbal. There are over 7,100 languages spoken in 
the world, with 40% speaking one of the eight most com-
mon languages as their first tongue. About 3,700 language 
groups are small, with less than 10,000 native speakers. 
The most common first languages are Mandarin (with 1.2 
billion speakers), Spanish (414 million), English (335 mil-
lion), Hindi (260 million), and Arabic (237 million) (World 
Almanac 2015). English is the top Internet language 
around the world, with 536.9 million users (Internet 
World Statistics 2014).

Written language enables humans to store ideas for 
future generations, accelerating the accumulation of ideas 
on which to build. It also makes possible communication 
over distances. Members of a society learn to read these 
shared symbols.

Nonverbal language consists of gestures, facial expres-
sions, and body postures. Communications scholars say 
this mode carries 93% of the message—55% in the facial 
expressions and 38% in the voice—vocal elements and 

Table 3.3  Incest Taboos in the United States: States That  
Allow First-Cousin Marriage

Alabama Connecticut Hawaii New Mexico South Carolina

Alaska District of Columbia Maryland New York Tennessee

California Florida Massachusetts North Carolina Vermont

Colorado Georgia New Jersey Rhode Island Virginia

States that allow first-cousin marriage only under certain conditions, such as marriage after a certain age or 
inability to bear children: Arizona, Illinois, Indiana, Maine, Utah, and Wisconsin.

Source: National Conference of State Legislatures (2015).


