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Culture and society are closely related concepts, but they are not interchangeable. Society refers to
people who live within organized relationships, institutions, and structures, while culture refers to the
learned meanings, practices, values, symbols, language, and knowledge through which those people
understand and organize life. The original essay correctly uses sociology to explain social
relationships and anthropology to explain culture, and it introduces Auguste Comte, Karl Marx, Emile
Durkheim, and Max Weber as major classical thinkers. The discussion should avoid reducing society to
a simple “network” or culture to a list of traditions. Both are dynamic, contested, and unequal. People
inherit social institutions and cultural meanings, but they also reinterpret and change them.

The Scope of Society

A society includes recurring relationships among individuals and groups and the institutions that
regulate them. Families, schools, markets, governments, religions, media, healthcare systems, legal
systems, and workplaces create patterned expectations. Society also contains status, roles,
organizations, and inequalities. It does not require every member to agree or interact directly. Millions
of people can belong to one national society while occupying very different social worlds.

The concept can be used at several scales. A small pastoral community, a city, a nation-state, and a
transnational network may each be studied as social formations. Boundaries are not always clear
because migration, trade, digital communication, and global institutions connect societies.
Sociologists therefore examine both internal structures and relationships across borders.

The Scope of Culture

Culture includes language, symbols, values, beliefs, norms, knowledge, customs, art, technology,
food, clothing, ritual, and ways of interpreting experience. It is learned through socialization rather
than inherited biologically. Culture provides categories that help people understand time, family,
gender, illness, authority, nature, and morality. It can make behavior feel natural even when other
societies organize the same issue differently.

No culture is completely uniform. Differences exist by class, generation, region, profession, religion,
ethnicity, gender, and political belief. Subcultures and countercultures may share some broad
institutions while challenging dominant values. Cultural change occurs through invention, conflict,
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migration, trade, education, law, media, and interaction.

Material and Nonmaterial Culture

Material culture consists of physical objects and built environments such as homes, roads, machines,
clothing, tools, books, and digital devices. Nonmaterial culture includes values, knowledge, language,
norms, and beliefs. The distinction helps analysis but should not suggest that objects and meanings
are separate. A smartphone is a material object whose social significance depends on ideas about
privacy, status, work, communication, and identity.

Technology can change faster than norms and institutions, producing uncertainty. Social media
created new possibilities for connection before societies developed stable expectations about
misinformation, surveillance, work boundaries, and children’s use. Cultural adaptation remains
uneven.

Norms, Values, and Sanctions

Norms are expectations about behavior. Some are informal, such as conversational manners; others
are formalized in law or organizational rules. Values are broader ideas about what is desirable, such
as freedom, family loyalty, equality, achievement, or religious devotion. A society can affirm
competing values, and people may disagree about how to apply them.

Sanctions encourage conformity through approval, reward, criticism, exclusion, fines, or punishment.
Power influences whose norms become law and whose behavior is treated as deviant. Sociology
therefore asks not only why people conform but who defines normality and whose interests are
served.

Socialization

Socialization is the process through which people learn language, identity, roles, and social
expectations. Families are important, but schools, peers, religion, media, workplaces, and government
also contribute. Socialization continues through adulthood as people enter new occupations,
relationships, and institutions.

People are not passive recipients. Children question rules, migrants combine traditions, and
employees reshape workplace culture. Socialization produces continuity while allowing interpretation
and change. It can transmit valuable knowledge and also prejudice or inequality.
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Ethnocentrism and Cultural Relativism

Ethnocentrism is evaluating other cultures primarily through the standards of one’s own. It can
produce misunderstanding and the belief that unfamiliar practices are irrational or inferior. Cultural
relativism encourages understanding practices within their historical and social context. This method
is essential in anthropology and sociology.

Cultural relativism does not require accepting every practice morally. Researchers can understand
why a practice exists while criticizing coercion or harm. Human rights, consent, power, and the voices
of affected people remain relevant. The goal is informed judgment rather than automatic
condemnation or uncritical acceptance.

Auguste Comte and Positivism

Auguste Comte is often associated with the term sociology and the development of positivism. He
argued that society could be studied systematically through observation and comparison rather than
relying only on speculation. His “law of three stages” proposed theological, metaphysical, and positive
stages of intellectual development.

Comte’s ambition helped establish sociology as a discipline, but his linear model treated societies as
moving along one universal path and reflected European assumptions. Contemporary sociology uses
empirical methods while recognizing that social facts are interpreted through theory and that
different histories do not fit one sequence.

Karl Marx and Conflict

Karl Marx analyzed society through material production, class relations, ownership, and conflict.
Under capitalism, owners control productive property while workers sell labor. Marx argued that profit
depends on social relations that can produce exploitation and alienation. Institutions and dominant
ideas often reflect the power of the ruling class, though conflict can generate social transformation.

The original essay associates Marx with social evolution. His work does describe historical changes in
modes of production, but his central contribution is the analysis of class and economic power. Modern
conflict theory extends these ideas to race, gender, colonialism, and other inequalities while debating
how strongly economic class determines social life.

Emile Durkheim and Social Facts

Durkheim defined social facts as ways of acting, thinking, and feeling external to individuals that
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exercise constraint. Language, law, moral rules, and institutions exist before any one person and
shape behavior. He argued that society has properties that cannot be explained by adding individual
psychology alone.

Durkheim also examined social solidarity. Mechanical solidarity is associated with similarity and
shared collective life, while organic solidarity develops through interdependence in complex divisions
of labor. Modern societies may offer individual freedom while depending on highly specialized
cooperation. Anomie occurs when norms and expectations become unclear or weakened during rapid
change.

Max Weber and Social Action

Max Weber focused on social action—behavior to which people attach meaning and orient toward
others. He argued that sociology should interpret these meanings while explaining causal patterns.
Weber analyzed authority, bureaucracy, religion, class, status, and rationalization.

His work shows that economic behavior cannot be explained only by material interest. Religious
ideas, honor, law, and organizational rules influence action. Weber’s concept of bureaucracy
describes rule-based administration, hierarchy, specialization, and written records. Bureaucracy can
increase predictability while creating impersonality and inflexibility.

Sociology and Anthropology

Sociology traditionally focused on industrial and modern societies, institutions, class, organizations,
and social change. Anthropology historically emphasized cultural comparison, small communities,
kinship, and ethnographic fieldwork. The boundaries now overlap substantially. Anthropologists study
corporations and digital media, while sociologists use interviews and observation to study everyday
culture.

Both disciplines examine how individual lives are shaped by larger structures and meanings. Their
methods include surveys, statistical analysis, historical research, interviews, observation,
experiments, network analysis, and document study. Method should match the question.

Institutions

Institutions are durable arrangements that organize important areas of life. The family regulates
kinship and care; education transmits knowledge and credentials; the economy organizes production
and exchange; government makes and enforces collective decisions; religion provides meaning and
community; healthcare responds to illness and prevention.
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Institutions interact. Education affects employment, income affects health, law shapes family, and
media influences politics. Institutional outcomes can differ from stated purposes. A school may
promise equal opportunity while reproducing inequality through funding or access.

Status and Role

Status refers to a recognized social position, while role refers to expected behavior associated with
that position. A person may be a parent, employee, citizen, student, friend, and community member
simultaneously. Role conflict occurs when expectations clash; role strain occurs when demands within
one role become difficult to meet.

Status can be ascribed, such as age or family background, or achieved through education and work,
although the distinction is not absolute. Opportunities for achieved status are shaped by ascribed
conditions and social structure.

Groups and Organizations

Primary groups involve close and enduring relationships, while secondary groups are larger and more
task-oriented. Organizations coordinate people through rules, roles, authority, and resources. Formal
structure may differ from informal networks through which work actually occurs.

Groups create belonging and identity but can also pressure conformity or exclude outsiders. Social-
network analysis examines how relationships distribute information, influence, and opportunity.
People with similar abilities may receive different outcomes because of network position.

Social Stratification

Stratification refers to structured inequality in wealth, power, prestige, and opportunity. Class, race,
caste, gender, citizenship, disability, and education can influence life chances. Inequality is not
explained adequately by individual talent or effort because institutions distribute resources and risks
unevenly.

Mobility occurs, but its rate and direction vary. A society can celebrate exceptional upward movement
while maintaining barriers for large groups. Sociologists use data to distinguish personal stories from
population patterns.

Culture and Identity

Identity develops through categories and relationships such as nationality, ethnicity, religion, gender,
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occupation, generation, and family. Individuals may embrace, negotiate, or reject labels assigned by
others. Identities are not necessarily exclusive; a person can belong to several communities at once.

Culture supplies narratives and symbols through which identity is expressed. Power affects which
identities are recognized as normal and which are stigmatized. Social movements can change
language, law, and public understanding.

Deviance and Social Control

Deviance is behavior or identity that violates a social norm. It is relative to time, place, and group. An
action can be criminal in one society, permitted in another, and change status historically. Social-
control institutions include family, peers, schools, religion, police, courts, medicine, and media.

Labeling theory examines how being defined as deviant can shape identity and opportunity. Conflict
approaches ask why harmful acts by powerful institutions may receive less punishment than visible
offenses by marginalized people. Studying deviance does not deny individual responsibility; it
examines the social construction and distribution of control.

Social Change

Societies change through demographic shifts, technology, economic conflict, war, environmental
change, social movements, law, and cultural diffusion. Change can be planned or unintended. It
creates opportunities and disruption. The spread of digital communication transformed work and
relationships while creating new forms of surveillance and misinformation.

Classical theories often sought one general path of evolution. Contemporary analysis is more cautious
because societies can modernize in different ways, reverse policies, or combine old and new
institutions. Progress in one area can accompany harm in another.

Culture and Globalization

Globalization increases exchange of media, food, fashion, religion, technology, and ideas. It can
create cultural hybridity rather than simple homogenization. Local communities adapt global products
and circulate their own culture internationally.

Power remains unequal. Large corporations and dominant languages can shape visibility, while
tourism and marketing may commodify traditions. Communities can use global networks to preserve
language and organize resistance as well as consume imported culture.
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Researching Society and Culture

Researchers must define concepts and collect evidence ethically. Surveys can show broad patterns
but may miss meaning. Ethnography provides depth but involves smaller settings and relationships.
Statistics can identify inequality while interviews explain how people experience it. Combining
methods can strengthen interpretation.

Researchers should protect privacy, obtain informed consent, and consider how their position affects
the work. Studying a community does not grant ownership over its knowledge. Findings should avoid
stereotypes and acknowledge limitations.

Conclusion

Society consists of organized relationships, groups, institutions, roles, and structures; culture consists
of learned meanings, values, symbols, knowledge, and practices. They are inseparable in daily life
because institutions operate through culture and culture is produced within social relationships.
Comte contributed positivist ambition, Marx emphasized class and material power, Durkheim
analyzed social facts and solidarity, and Weber examined meaningful action, authority, and
rationalization. Their theories remain influential but require critical application beyond their original
European contexts. The scope of culture and society includes socialization, identity, institutions,
inequality, deviance, groups, globalization, and change. Individuals make choices, but those choices
occur within inherited structures and cultural meanings that people can also challenge and transform.
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