38. CULTURE: A SOCIOLOGICAL VIEW

HOWARD S. BECKER

This article is an attempt to describe the meaning of culture and to show its sub-
tleties and importance. The following questions might be a good guide through

Becker’s analysis:
- What is culture?
How does culture aid collective action?

- How does culture arise?

- How does culture guide public behavior?
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I was for some years what is called a Saturday
night musician, making myself available to whe.
ever called and hired me to play for dances and
parties in groups of varying sizes, playing every-
thing from polkas through mambos, jazz, and im-
itations of Wayne King. Whoever called would
tell me where the job was, what time it began,
and usually would tell me to wear a dark suit and
a bow tie, thus ensuring that the collection of
Strangers he was hiring would at least look like a
band because they would all be dressed more or
less alike. When we arrived at work, we would in-
troduce ourselves— the chances were, in 2 city
the size of Chicago (where I did much of my
playing), that we were in fact strangers— and see
who we knew in common and whether our paths
had ever crossed before. The drummer would as-
semble his drums, the others would put together
their instruments and tune up, and when it was
time to start, the leader would announce the
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How does culture socialize the individual?
- Why does culture make it easier for people to plan their lives?

Why does culture stay the same and why does it change?

B flat, for instance —and we would begin to play.
We not only began at the same time, but also
played background figures that fit the melody
someone else was playing and, perhaps most
miraculously, ended together. No one in the au-
dience ever guessed that we had never met unti]

- twenty minutes earlier. And we kept that up all

night, as though we had rehearsed often and
played together for years. In a place like Chicago,
that scene might be repeated hundreds of times
during a weekend.

What T have just described embodies the
phenomenon that sociologists have made the
core problem of their discipline. The social sci-
ences are such a contentious bunch of disci-
plines that it makes trouble to say what I think is
true, that they all in fact concern themselves
with one or another version of this issue—the
problem of collective action, of how people
manage to act together. I wil] not attemnpt a rig-
orous definition of collective action here, but
the story of the Saturday night musicians can
Serve as an example of it. The example might
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have concerned a larger group—the employees
of a factory who turn out several hundred auto-
mobiles in the course of a day, say. Or it might
have been about so small a group as a family. It
needn’t have dealt with a casual collection of
strangers, although the ability of strangers to
perform together that way makes clear the na-
ture of the problem. How do they do it? How do
people act together so as to get anything done
without a great deal of trouble, without missteps
and conflict?

We can approach the meaning of a concept by
seeing how it is used, what work it is called on to
do. Sociologists use the concept of culture as one
of a family of explanations for the phenomenon
of concerted activity.... Robert Redfield defined
culture as “conventional understandings made
manifest in act and artifact” The notion is that
the people involved have a similar idea of things,
understand them in the same way, as having the
same character and the same potential, capable
of being dealt with in the same way; they also
know that this idea is shared, that the people they
are dealing with know, just as they do, what these
things are and how they can be used. Because all
of them have roughly the same idea, they can all
act in ways that are roughly the same, and their
activities will, as a result, mesh and be coordinat-
ed. Thus, because all those musicians under-
stood what a Saturday night job at a country club
consisted of and acted accordingly, because they
all knew the melody and harmony of “Exactly
Like You” and hundreds of similar songs, be-
cause they knew that the others knew this as they
knew it, they could play that job successfully.
The concept of culture, in short, has its use for
sociologists as an explanation of those musicians
and all the other forms of concerted action for
which they stand....

Culture, however, explains how people act in
concert when they do share understandings. It is
thus a consequence (in this kind of sociological
thinking) of the existence of a group of acting
people. It has its meaning as one of the resources
people draw on in order to coordinate their activ-
ities. In this it differs from most anthropological
thinking in which the order of importance is re-
versed, culture leading a kind of independent ex-
istence as a systemn of patterns that make the exis-
tence of larger groups possible.
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Most conceptions of culture include a great
deal more than the spare definition I have just of-
fered. But I think, for reasons made clear later,
that it is better to begin with a minimal definition
and then to add other conditions when that is
helptul....

How does culture —shared understanding—
help people to act collectively? People have ideas
about how a certain kind of activity might be car-
ried on. They believe others share these ideas
and will act on them if they understand the situa-
tion in the same way. They believe further that
the people they are interacting with believe that
they share these ideas too, so that everyone thinks
that everyone else has the same idea about how
to do things. Given such circumstances, if every-
one does what seems appropriate, action will be
sufficiently coordinated for practical purposes.
Whatever was under way will get done—the
meal served, the child dealt with, the job fin-
ished—well enough that life can proceed.

The cultural process, then, consists of people
doing something in line with their understanding
of what one might best do under the given cir-
cumstances. Others, recognizing what was done
as appropriate, will then consult their notions of
what might be done and do something that
seems right to them, to which others in return
will respond similarly, and so on. If everyone has
the same general ideas in mind, and does some-
thing congruent with that image or collection of
ideas, then what people do will fit together. If we
all know the melody and harmony of “Exactly
Like You,” and improvise accordingly, whatever
comes out will sound reasonable to the players
and listeners, and a group of perfect strangers will
sound like they know what they are doing.

Consider another common situation. A man
and woman meet and find each other interesting.
At some stage of their relationship, they may con-
sider any of a variety of ways of organizing their
joint activities. Early on, one or the other might
propose that they “have a date.” Later, one or the
other might subtly or forthrightly suggest that
they spend the night together. Still later, they
might try “living together.” Finally, they might
decide to “get married.” They might skip some of
these stages and they might not follow that pro-
gression, which in contemporary America is a
progression of increasingly formal commitment.
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In other societies and at other times, of course,
the stages and the relationships would differ. But,
whatever their variety, insofar as there are names
for those relationships and stages, and insofar as
most or all of the people in a society know those
names and have an idea of what they imply as far
as continuing patterns of joint activity are con-
cerned, then the man and woman involved will
be able to organize what they do by referring to
those guideposts. When one or the other suggests
one of these possibilities, the partner will know,
more or less, what is being suggested without re-
quiring that every item be spelled out in detail,
and the pair can then organize their daily lives,
more or less, around the patterns suggested by
these cultural images.

What they do from day to day will of course
not be completely covered by the details of that
imagery, although they will be able to decide
many details by consulting it together and adapt-
ing what it suggests to the problem at hand. None
of these images, for example, really establishes
who takes the garbage out or what the details of
their sexual activity may be, but the images do, in
general, suggest the kind of commitments and
obligations involved on both sides in a wide
range of practical matters.

That is not the end of the matter, however.
Consider a likely contemporary complication:
The woman, divorced, has small children who
live with her. In this case, the couple’s freedom of
action is constrained, and no cultural model sug-
gests what they ought to do about the resulting
difficulties. The models for pairing and for rear-
ing children suggest incompatible solutions, and
the partners have to invent something. They have
to improvise.

This raises a major problem in the theory of
culture I am propounding. Where does culture
come from? The typical cultural explanation of
behavior takes the culture as given, as preexisting
the particular encounter in which it comes into
play. That makes sense. Most of the cultural un-
derstandings we use to organize our daily behav-
tor are there before we get there and we do not
propose to change them or negotiate their details
with the people we encounter. We do not pro-
pose a new economic system every time we go to
the grocery store. But those understandings and
ways of doing things have not always been there.

Most of us buy our food in supermarkets today,
and that requires a different way of shopping
from the corner grocery stores of a generation
ago. How did the new culture of supermarkets
arise?

One answer is that the new culture was im-
posed by the inventors of the concept, the owners
of the new stores that embodied it. They created
the conditions under which change was more or
less inevitable. People might have decided not to
shop in supermarkets and chain stores, but
changing conditions of urban life caused so
many of them to use the new markets that the
corner grocery, the butcher shop, the poultry and
fish stores disappeared in all but a few areas.
Once that happened, supermarkets became the
only practical possibility left, and people had to
invent new ways of serving themselves.

So, given new conditions, people invent cul-
ture. The way they do it was suggested by
William Graham Sumner a century ago in
Folkways. We can paraphrase him in this way. A
group finds itself sharing a common situation
and common problems. Various members of the
group experiment with possible solutions to those
problems and report their experiences to their fel-
lows. In the course of their collective discussion,
the members of the group arrive at a definition of
the situation, its problems and possibilities, and
develop a consensus as to the most appropriate
and efficient ways of behaving. This consensus
thenceforth constrains the activities of individual
members of the group, who will probably act on
it, given the opportunity. In other words, new sit-
uations provoke new behavior. But people gener-
ally find themselves in company when dealing
with these new situations, and because they ar-
rive at their solutions collectively, each assumes
that the others share them. The beginnings of a
new shared understanding thus come into play
quickly and easily.

The ease with which new cultural under-
standings arise and persist varies. It makes a dif-
ference, for one thing, how large a group is in-
volved in making the new understandings. At one
extreme, as [ have noted, every mating couple,
every new family, has to devise its own culture to
cover the contingencies of daily interaction. At
the other, consider what happens during indus-
trialization when hundreds of thousands— per-




haps millions—of people are brought from else-
where to work in the new factories. They have to
come from elsewhere because the area could not
support that many people before industrializa-
tion. As a result, the newcomers differ in culture
from the people already there, and they differ as
well in the role they play in the new industries,
usually coming in at the bottom. When industri-
alization takes place on a large scale, not only
does a new culture of the workplace have to be
devised, but also a new culture of the cities in
which they all end up living—a new experience
for everyone involved.

The range of examples suggests, as I mean it
to, that people create culture continuously.
Because no two situations are alike, the cultural
solutions available to them are only approximate.
Even in the simplest societies, no two people
learn quite the same cultural material; the
chance encounters of daily life provide sufficient
variation to ensure that. No set of cultural under-
standings, then, provides a perfectly applicable
solution to any problem people have to solve in
the course of their day, and they therefore must
remake those solutions, adapt their understand-
ings to the new situation in the light of what is
different about it. Even the most conscious and
determined effort to keep things as they are
would necessarily involve strenuous efforts to re-
make and reinforce understandings so as to keep
them intact in the face of what was changing.

There is an apparent paradox here. On the
one hand, culture persists and antedates the par-
ticipation of particular people in it. Indeed, cul-
ture can be said to shape the outlooks of people
who participate in it. But cultural understand-
ings, on the other hand, have to be reviewed and
remade continually, and in the remaking, they
change.

This is not a true paradox, however: The un-
derstandings last because they change to deal
with new situations. People continually refine
them, changing some here and some there but
never changing all of them at once. The em-
phasis on basic values and coherence in the def-
inition of culture arises because of this process.
In making the new versions of the old under-
standings, people naturally rely on what they al-
ready have available, so that consciously
planned innovations and revolutions seem, in
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historical perspective, only small variations on
what came before.

To summarize, how culture works as a guide
in organizing collective action and how it
comes into being are really the same process. [n
both cases, people pay attention to what other
people are doing and, in an attempt to mesh
what they do with those others, refer to what
they know (or think they know) in common. So
culture is always being made, changing more or
less, acting as a point of reference for people en-
gaged in interaction.

What difference does it make that people con-
tinually make culture in the way I have de-
scribed? The most important consequence is that
they can, as a result, cooperate easily and effi-
ciently in the daily business of life, without nec-
essarily knowing each other very well.

Most occupations, for example, operate on
the premise that the people who work in them all
know certain procedures and certain ways of
thinking about and responding to typical situa-
tions and problems, and that such knowledge
will make it possible to assemble them to work on
a common project without prior team training.
Most professional schools operate on the theory
that the education they offer provides a basis for
work cooperation among people properly trained
anywhere. In fact, people probably learn the cul-
ture that makes occupational cooperation possi-
ble in the workplace itself. It presents them with
problems to solve that are common to people in
their line of work, and provides a group of more
experienced workers who can suggest solutions.
In some occupations, workers change jobs often
and move from workplace to workplace often (as
do the weekend musicians), and they carry what
they have learned elsewhere with them. That
makes it easy for them to refine and update their
solutions frequently, and thus to develop and
maintain an occupational culture. Workers who
do not move but spend their work lives in one
place may develop a more idiosyncratic work cul-
ture, peculiar to that place and its local prob-
lems—a culture of IBM or Texas Instruments or
(because the process is not limited to large firms)
Joe’s Diner. .

At a different level of cooperative action,
Goffman has described cultural understandings
that characterize people’s behavior in public. For
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instance, people obey a norm of “civil inatten-
tion,” allowing each other a privacy that the ma-
terial circumstances of, say, waiting for a bus, do
not provide. Because this kind of privacy is what
Americans and many others find necessary be-
fore they can feel comfortable and safe in public
(Hall has shown how these rules differ in other
cultures), these understandings make it possible
for urban Americans to occupy crowded public
spaces without making each other uneasy. The
point is not trivial, because violations of these
rules are at least in part responsible for the cur-
rently common fear that some public areas are
“not safe,” quite apart from whatever assaults
have taken place in them. Most people have no
personal knowledge of the alleged assaults, but
they experience violation of what might be called
the “Goffman rules” of public order as the prel-
ude to danger and do not go to places that make
them feel that way.

Cultural understandings, if they are to be ef-
fective in the organization of public behavior,
must be very widely held. That means that peo-
ple of otherwise varying class, ethnic, and region-
al cultures must learn them routinely and must
learn them quite young, because even small chil-
dren can disrupt public order very effectively.
That requires, in turn, substantial agreement
among people of all segments of the society on
how children should be brought up. If no such
agreement exists, or if some of the people who
agree in principle do not manage to teach their
children the necessary things, public order
breaks down, as it often does.

In another direction, cultural understandings
affect and “socialize” the internal experiences
people have. By applying understandings they
know to be widely accepted to their own perhaps
inchoate private experiences, people learn to de-
fine those internal experiences in ways that allow
them to mesh their activities relevant to those
topics with those of others with whom they are
involved. Consider the familiar example of
falling in love. It is remarkable that one of the ex-
periences we usually consider private and
unique—falling in love—actually has the same
character for most people who experience it.
That is not to say that the experience is superfi-
cial, but rather that when people try to under-
stand their emotional responses to others, one

available explanation of what they feel is the idea,
common in Western culture, of romantic love,
They learn that idea from a variety of sources,
ranging from the mass media to discussion with
their peers, and they learn to see their own expe-
riences as embodiments of it. Because most peo-
ple within a given culture learn to experience
love in the same way from the same sources, two
people can become acquainted and successfully
fall in love with each other—not an easy trick.

Because shared cultural understandings make
it easy to do things in certain ways, moreover,
their existence favors those ways of doing things
and makes other ways of achieving the same end,
which might be just as satisfactory to everyone in-
volved, correspondingly less likely. Random
events, which might produce innovations desir-
able to participants, occur infrequently. In fact,
even when the familiar line of activity is not ex-
actly to anyone’s liking, people continue it simply
because it is what everyone knows and knows that
everyone else knows, and thus is what offers the
greatest likelihood of successful collective action.
Everyone knows, for instance, that it would be
better to standardize the enormous variety of
screw threads in this country, or to convert the
United States to the metric system. But the old
ways are the ones we know, and, of course, in this
instance, they are built into tools and machines
that would be difficult and costly to change.
Many activities exhibit that inertia, and they pose
a problem that sociologists have been interested
in for many years: Which elements of a society or
culture are most likely to change? William
Fielding Ogburn, for instance, proposed sixty
years ago that material culture (screw threads)
changed more quickly than social organization,
and that the resultant “lag” could be problematic
for human society.

A final consequence: The existence of culture
makes it possible for people to plan their own
lives. We can plan most easily for a known future,
in which the major organizational features of so-
clety turn out to be what we expected them to be
and what we made allowances for in our plan-
ning. We need, most importantly, to predict the
actions of other people and of the organizations
that consist of their collective actions. Culture
makes those actions, individual and collective,
more predictable than they would otherwise be.
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People in rraditional societies may not obey in
every detail the complex marriage rules held out
to thern, but those rules supply a sufficiently clear
uide for men and women 0 envision more or less
accurately when they will marry, what resources

© will be available to them when they do, and how

~ the course of their married life will proceed. ...

In modern industrial societies, workers can
plan their careers better when they know what
Kinds of work situations they will find themselves
in and what their rights and obligations at various
ages and career stages will be. Few people can
make those predictions successfully in this coun-
try any more, which indicates that cultural un-
derstandings do not always last the twenty or thir-
ty years necessary for such predictability to be

Culture: A Sociological View 243

possible. When that happens, people do not
know how to prepare themselves for their work
lives and do not receive the benefits of their earli-
er investments in hard work. People who seemed
to be goofing off or acting irrationally, for exam-
ple, sometimes make windfall profits as the work

world comes to need just those combinations of

okills and experiences that they acquired while
not following a “sensible” career path. As techni-
cal and organizational innovations make new
skills more desirable, new careet lines open up
that were not and could not have been predicted
ten years earlier. The first generation of comput-
er programmers benefited from that kind of good
luck, as did the first generation of drug re-
searchers, among others.

39. CULTURE AND THE DEFINITION

OF WORK

AR GINT and T. J. SULLIVAN

The work ethic in all its various formulations contains clements of both myth and te-
ality.... [1]t helps perpetuate a certain perspective on reality that might not otherwise

exist. ...

-

Gini and Sullivan introduce us to the idea of culture by focusing on the meaning of
work. Western culture before the sixteenth century generally regarded work as a
necessary but unattractive task. Protestantism eventually changed that view, and by

the nineteenth century,

the culture of America was one that regarded work as

moral, as a good end in and of itself. Yet, not everyone accepted this view, and in-
deed there is evidence that this view was generally accepted only by the middle
class, who, In turn, tried to control the laboring class through accepting its defini-
tion. The last part of this selection focuses on post—World War 11 America and our

ttempts to define work as noble despite I

ts drudgery.

aterupts to define wok s OV P — e

From Chapter 1 of It Comes with the Territory: An Inquiry Concerning Work and the Person, by AR Gir
and T.J. Sullivan. New York: Random House. Reprinted by permission.




