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Transmission of Values

How cultural values get passed 

down and transformed
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• Consider this: phenomena can (and often are) 

*BOTH* biological and cultural

• Pan-cultural universals

– Walk on two legs

– Use language

– Protect infants

– Organize in groups

– Use tools

– Children learn through observation and participation 

in community activities
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• Family arrangements

• Means of making a living

• Physical Activity

• Language

– What language is spoken

– When language is used

– How much nonverbal language is used/what 

circumstances
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[image: image4.emf]Case in point: breastfeeding

• Breastfeeding is biological

– Women’s bodies are made to produce milk

– Milk is perfect infant food

• The rates of breastfeeding vary cross culturally

– U.S. breastfeeding rates are low; SES is positively associated 

with bf

– U.S. moms wean earlier compared to world

– Why? Cultural beliefs about

• Belief in science (formula)

• Association between breast and sexuality (NOT UNIVERSAL)

• Rate of maternal employment/ beliefs about moms & work

• Workplace policies (beliefs about the role of workplace in supporting 

families)

• Lack of culturally transmitted knowledge of and familiarity with

breastfeeding
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[image: image5.emf]The cultural nature of development

•

Universally recognizable behaviors are selected by parents to 

foster culturally specific goals:

– “we may note that laughter is a common phenomenon among humans; 

we may even hypothesize that it is a universal phenomenon connoting 

levity. Let’s say that in order to test our hypothesis, we construct a joke 

and tell it to participants in several cultures. We discover that the joke 

results in the same level of laughter in all cultural contexts only when 

the joke ahs been modified in a variety of ways. We conclude that 

laughter occurs universally among humans, and that joke telling is a 

robust predictor of laughter. However, by having to modify our stimulus 

material, we also acknowledge that the circumstances under which

laughter occurs are culturally variable. Moreover, the normative

expression of laughter as a response to our joke varies as well, with a 

hearty guffaw being considered appropriate in one setting, and a quiet 

chuckle in another. We may go further and postulate that learning to 

guffaw as opposed to chuckle in one circumstance and not another is 

inherent in the process of becoming a socially competent member of a 

specific culture. By continually modifying our joke so that it produces, 

say, a chuckle as a normative response, we have indeed demonstrated 

that chuckles may exist as part of a universal human repertoire. But in 

so doing, we have obscured the particular meanings given to laughter 

and joke telling among a given group of people, and it is the knowledge 

of particular meanings—knowing when and where to laugh, to cry, to be 

afraid, and to seek comfort—that ultimately defines social competence”

(Harwood, et al)
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• Remember one universal: language

– All humans learn language

– The language we learn, how its used, when its used, 

is culturally specific

– We only understand our own language

• only hear phonemes used in our own language

– We are biologically prepared to learn the language 

our culture exposes us to

– Causes misunderstandings: can’t understand 

“foreign” languages

– As time goes on, the brain is so shaped by its 

experiences, that it becomes almost impossible to be 

truly bilingual 
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[image: image7.emf]How we learn culture

• All humans learn culture

• We are biologically prepared to learn the values, beliefs, & 

practices that our culture teaches us (hence, cultural variability)

– We learn what we need to know to be functioning adults in our 

culture

– We do not think of our own culture as culture 

– Culture focuses our attention to what is culturally relevant

• just as we do not hear the phonemes not used in our language, we

filter out what is not culturally relevant

– Causes misunderstandings when we encounter “foreign” cultures

– As time goes on, it is more difficult for us to truly become bicultural

– Just as we have to work to learn new languages (and still never 

become fluent), we must work to learn new cultures (and we will 

always remain ethnocentric)

– The more we expose ourselves to people different from ourselves,

the more we become aware of our ethnocentrism

• “fish out of water”

– Becoming aware of the water could be called: “enlightened 

ethnocentrism”
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[image: image8.emf]Gender: another sociobiological

phenomenon

• Boys and girls are different

– XX, XY Chromosome

– Different Sex Organs

– Secondary Sex Characteristics/ Different 

Appearances

• Gender is also influenced by:

– Family

– Media (tv, books, etc.) (Susan Witt)

– School/ Teachers (John Dewey)

– Peers
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[image: image9.emf]Exercise: The cultural transmission 

of gender roles

• Write a short (1-2 page) piece on your childhood 

memories and experiences that helped shape 

your gender identity. Reflect upon the messages 

you received as a child about what it meant to 

be a “boy” or a “girl.” Think about who sent those 

messages (media, parents, teachers, peers, 

etc.). 

• I will give you 10-15 minutes to write down your 

thoughts. Then we will discuss our reflections.
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Case in point: breastfeeding

		Breastfeeding is biological

		Women’s bodies are made to produce milk

		Milk is perfect infant food

		The rates of breastfeeding vary cross culturally

		U.S. breastfeeding rates are low; SES is positively associated with bf

		U.S. moms wean earlier compared to world

		Why? Cultural beliefs about

		Belief in science (formula)

		Association between breast and sexuality (NOT UNIVERSAL)

		Rate of maternal employment/ beliefs about moms & work

		Workplace policies (beliefs about the role of workplace in supporting families)

		Lack of culturally transmitted knowledge of and familiarity with breastfeeding
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The Biology – Culture Connection

		Consider this: phenomena can (and often are) *BOTH* biological and cultural

		Pan-cultural universals

		Walk on two legs

		Use language

		Protect infants

		Organize in groups

		Use tools

		Children learn through observation and participation in community activities
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Intergenerational Transmission of Values

How cultural values get passed down and transformed
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Environment produces variations

		Family arrangements

		Means of making a living

		Physical Activity

		Language

		What language is spoken

		When language is used

		How much nonverbal language is used/what circumstances
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Why/how do people learn culture?

		Remember one universal: language

		All humans learn language

		The language we learn, how its used, when its used, is culturally specific

		We only understand our own language

		only hear phonemes used in our own language

		We are biologically prepared to learn the language our culture exposes us to

		Causes misunderstandings: can’t understand “foreign” languages

		As time goes on, the brain is so shaped by its experiences, that it becomes almost impossible to be truly bilingual 
















_1201340061.ppt


The cultural nature of development

		Universally recognizable behaviors are selected by parents to foster culturally specific goals:

		“we may note that laughter is a common phenomenon among humans; we may even hypothesize that it is a universal phenomenon connoting levity. Let’s say that in order to test our hypothesis, we construct a joke and tell it to participants in several cultures. We discover that the joke results in the same level of laughter in all cultural contexts only when the joke ahs been modified in a variety of ways. We conclude that laughter occurs universally among humans, and that joke telling is a robust predictor of laughter. However, by having to modify our stimulus material, we also acknowledge that the circumstances under which laughter occurs are culturally variable. Moreover, the normative expression of laughter as a response to our joke varies as well, with a hearty guffaw being considered appropriate in one setting, and a quiet chuckle in another. We may go further and postulate that learning to guffaw as opposed to chuckle in one circumstance and not another is inherent in the process of becoming a socially competent member of a specific culture. By continually modifying our joke so that it produces, say, a chuckle as a normative response, we have indeed demonstrated that chuckles may exist as part of a universal human repertoire. But in so doing, we have obscured the particular meanings given to laughter and joke telling among a given group of people, and it is the knowledge of particular meanings—knowing when and where to laugh, to cry, to be afraid, and to seek comfort—that ultimately defines social competence” (Harwood, et al)
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Gender: another sociobiological phenomenon

		Boys and girls are different

		XX, XY Chromosome

		Different Sex Organs

		Secondary Sex Characteristics/ Different Appearances

		Gender is also influenced by:

		Family

		Media (tv, books, etc.) (Susan Witt)

		School/ Teachers (John Dewey)

		Peers
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How we learn culture

		All humans learn culture

		We are biologically prepared to learn the values, beliefs, & practices that our culture teaches us (hence, cultural variability)

		We learn what we need to know to be functioning adults in our culture

		We do not think of our own culture as culture 

		Culture focuses our attention to what is culturally relevant

		just as we do not hear the phonemes not used in our language, we filter out what is not culturally relevant

		Causes misunderstandings when we encounter “foreign” cultures

		As time goes on, it is more difficult for us to truly become bicultural

		Just as we have to work to learn new languages (and still never become fluent), we must work to learn new cultures (and we will always remain ethnocentric)

		The more we expose ourselves to people different from ourselves, the more we become aware of our ethnocentrism

		“fish out of water”

		Becoming aware of the water could be called: “enlightened ethnocentrism”
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Exercise: The cultural transmission of gender roles

		Write a short (1-2 page) piece on your childhood memories and experiences that helped shape your gender identity. Reflect upon the messages you received as a child about what it meant to be a “boy” or a “girl.” Think about who sent those messages (media, parents, teachers, peers, etc.). 

		I will give you 10-15 minutes to write down your thoughts. Then we will discuss our reflections.
















