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BLOCK-2 BASIC CONCEPTS
The previous Block has intended to provide the learners a basic understanding regarding the
discipline of Sociology. In this direction, it has also discussed the origin of the discipline. It
has also explained the scope and nature of Sociology and the subject matter of Sociology to
understand society. The last Unit of this Block has discussed the relationship of sociology
with other social sciences like history, political science, anthropology, economics and social
psychology.
The block 2 of the Course, ‘General Elective paper-1’ aims to provide the learners a basic
understanding of the sociological concepts. This block is divided into four Units. Unit-1
discusses the basic concepts like society, community, association and institutions. The
concept of social group and various aspects of culture are discussed in the Unit 2, as these are
basics to society. We then discuss status and role in the Unit 3, which are crucial concepts of
the discipline. We further explain the various facets of social norms including its
characteristics, need and importance in society. This is an important Block for grasping some
of the basic concepts of sociology.
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1.1

INTRODUCTION

Sociology focuses on the study of man within a social environment. Society provides
a social environment. It shall be sufficient here to say that society provides a social
environment with some definite boundaries. Man is a social animal. He/she lives with
many other people in a society and becomes member of different community and
associations. Thus, the study of Society is of utmost importance in Society. In the
previous Block, we have learnt about the relationship between Sociology and other
Social Sciences. In this unit, we shall discuss the basic concepts in Sociology such as
Society, Community, Institution, Association, so on and so forth.
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1.2

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After going through this unit, you will be able to
 understand the meaning and characteristics of Society
 explain the concept of Community
 identify the differences between Society and Community
 understand the meaning and characteristics of Institution
 explain the concept of Institution.

1.3

SOCIETY: MEANING AND DEFINITION

The concept of society has been defined in several ways by various sociologists. Let us
read some of these definitions:
“A society is a collection of individuals united by certain relations and modes of
behaviour which mark them off from others who do not enter into these relations or
who differ from them in behaviour” – Ginsberg.
“Society is a “web of social relations which is always changing.”- MacIver.
To understand these definitions, let us now read the following:
The term ‘society’ has been derived from the Latin word ‘Socius’ meaning
companionship or friendship. Friends have a relationship between them. Similarly,
there is some relationship between parents and children, between teacher and students,
between the shopkeeper and the customer, between the government and the governed,
the State and the citizens, etc. These are some of the different types of relationships.
You have many people around you with whom you talk, act and do many other things.
You have friends, parents, siblings, relatives, etc. You buy things from shopkeeper, eat
in a hotel etc. Thus, you too have many and different types of relationship with people
around you. These are the people whom you might meet, see, and talk to everyday or
sometimes. You may even have relationship with people whom you might never meet
or talk to. The common feature in all these relations is that you are ‘behaving’ with
them and they too are ‘behaving’ with you. In order to behave with others, it is
important to follow some common rules of behaviour. Then only will you know how
to behave with others and others will know how to behave back. And, thus, you all will
be able to understand each other. It is these common rules of behaviour and the
behaviour of the people that make social relationship possible.
When there are social relations of various kinds between two or among many people,
all the people together become a group. They are members of a social group. There are
many groups, which also have relationship between them just as individuals have
between them. All these individuals and groups have social relationships among them.
They all follow some common rules of behaviour or conduct. And they form a bigger
group. They consider those following these rules and behaving accordingly as members
of this big group. This big group is called a society. In a society, there are many smaller
groups as well.
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In a society, the relationships are long lasting and enduring. Thus, a society is a long
lasting social group.
ACTIVITY 1.1
Do you think yourself as member of your society? Give a reason.
…………………………………………………………………………………….…
……………………………………………………………………………………….
Explain briefly about society in your own words.
………………………………………………………………………..………………
………………………………………………………………………………………..
By now we have come to know of the following:
 A society is, thus, a big group having many individuals and smaller groups.
 The individuals and groups interact among themselves.
 They follow some common rules of behaviour.
 They have social relations among them all.
 All the individuals and groups consider themselves as members of the society.
 The society is long lasting.
1.3.1 Characteristics of Society
So far we have discussed the basic meaning of the term society and also some of its
basic characteristics or features. There are some more important characteristics of the
society. Let us discuss them briefly —
 Society consists of people and groups: Society is a large group. Its smallest
unit is the individual. Individuals in turn are organized in groups. A society
comprises individuals and various groups.
 Social relation: We have already discussed social relation and the way social
relationship lead to the formation of a society. Now, we shall learn that the
individuals are organized in a web of social relationship. Likewise, the groups
also are organized in a web of relationship. Web means a network. A spider
builds a cobweb where every point or part is linked to every other part directly
or indirectly. A cobweb is like a network. Similarly in a society, every
individual and every group is linked and related to every other part of the
society.
 Social interaction: In social relation, there also is social interaction. Social
interaction means that one person acts and the other person reacts or acts back.
When you buy things in a shop, you perform the act of paying the shopkeeper
for the items you want to buy. The shopkeeper in return performs the act of
selling you the items you paid for. This is interaction and is based on the
common rules of the society. These are common rules because both of you
along with others in the society have accepted and accordingly, are behaving.
These lead to social interaction and social relation among people. In the
example above, there are social relations between you as a customer and the
other person as the shop keeper. Social interaction and Social relation are
therefore a two-way traffic.
 Mutual awareness: It means that a person needs to be aware that there are
other persons besides him/her and that his/her actions affect others. Similarly,
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the actions of others also affect him/her. Hence, they need to behave in ways
that are understood by others. This is mutual awareness. It is because of this
awareness that people develop social relations.
 Society fulfils social needs: Every person has some individual needs like the
need for food, shelter, clothing, need for affection, friendship, etc. Many of our
needs are better fulfilled when people live together and work together with each
other. For example: to build a house, it is convenient when many people do it
together. This makes us all dependent on each other. Thus, we all are
interdependent in many ways. This is our social need. Society, thus, fulfils our
social needs. It also becomes important that we can maintain this
interdependence. Otherwise, society will cease to exist.
LET US KNOW
In modern times, we find that the farmer grows crops, sells the grains in the
market by which he earns his livelihood. The crop in the market is bought by the
wholesaler who in turn sells them to the retailer. He gets a profit, which is his
income. The retailer then sells it to us and we buy the grains from them for our
food. The retailer also earns some income and we get our food. Here, we see a
long chain of relationship among various people and that; everyone in the line is
dependent on each other. If the farmer does not grow crop we do not get food. If
the wholesaler and the retailer do not buy and sell the grains, we will not get our
food either. On the other hand, the farmer, the wholesaler and retailer also do not
earn money if they do not buy and sell. Thus, we all are interdependent with
some, we are directly dependent and with some others, we are indirectly
dependent.
 Cooperation among individuals and groups: The above characteristics tell
us that in the society, individuals and groups cooperate with one other. Without
this cooperation, there will be no relation among the different parts of a society.
Therefore, cooperation is one aspect of social relation.
 Disagreement and conflict in society: In every society, there is some degree
of conflict. Even in your family, you may sometimes have some disagreement
with your parents or even your siblings. Similarly, in our interactions outside
the family, we may have conflict and disagreement with others, such as between
employer and employee, customers and shopkeepers, etc. But despite such
conflicts and disagreements, the relationship continues. Conflict is normal in a
society. But only when the conflict becomes too serious that the relation may
fail and break. Therefore, we can call “society is cooperation crossed by
conflict.” Conflict also is one form of social relation.
 Social differentiation: In your family, you find that the rights and duties of
your parents are different from those of yours and your siblings. This means
that you all have different positions in the family. The positions of parents are
different from those of the children and also the father’s position differs from
that of the mother. You may also find that your position is different from that
of your brothers and sisters. Likewise, the position of a doctor is different from
that of a patient. In Sociology, position is termed as status of which we shall
learn more about a little later in this unit. It shows that in society there are
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different statuses. This is termed as social differentiation.
 Social control: For a society to continue, it is important that there is less of
disagreement and conflict within it. As such, there need to be rules of behaviour
and the people need to behave according to the rules they lay down. But
sometimes, people violate (disobey) the rules and this leads to problems and
disagreement in the society. In order that this does not happen, the society also
lays down different means of controlling social behaviour. This is termed as
social control. When someone does something wrong, there are always people
as parents, friends, siblings, elders and others to correct the behaviour of the
person. Society even has police to check deviant behaviour. These are some of
the means of social control.
 Society is dynamic: This means that the society is ever changing. Have you
noticed how your society has changed in the last ten years? There is no society
that does not change. No society is static. Ever since humans emerged on earth
they have been living in societies and societies have been changing.
 Culture: Culture is the way of life of a society. The rules that people make and
follow, the means of social control, language, the way people eat, dress, talk,
and think, the type of houses people make are parts of culture. Culture is thus,
everything that people learn in society and do in society. Every society thus has
its own culture.
These are some of the important characteristics of society. There are still other
characteristics of society, but these are some of the basic ones.
ACTIVITY 1.2
Do you observe any of these characteristics in your society? Mention one or two of
them.
……………………………………………………………….................……………
………………………………………………………….............................................
Have you noticed any change in your society in the last ten years? Mention two.
………………………………………………………………………………………
…..…………………………………………………………………………………..
1.3.2 Differences between Human Society and Non-Human Society
Many non-human beings such as ants, baboons, apes, elephants, etc. live together in
groups and have specific patterns of behavior. Each member of the group behaves in
some specific manner and there is co-ordination and co-operation in their behavior. In
this regard, they also have society. But their society is different from the human society.
Let us now understand these differences—
Unlike the human society, the society of non-human is static, i.e. its way of life does
not change. The way the elephants behave or act today is same as they behaved or acted
thousands of years ago. But in these several thousands of years, human society has
changed from simple hunting gathering life style to that of modern society and man has
even reached the outer space.
Man has culture. We learn social behavior and our social rules from our parents,
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friends, from school and people around us. We also pass it on to our younger ones and
others around us. But animals behave by instinct. Even if some animals such as dogs
learn new behavior from us yet, they cannot pass it on to others. This ability to pass on
learned behavior and culture is unique to human beings only. Human society has
culture and non-human society does not. Thus, after having studied about society we
have learnt that:
 Man is a social animal and need to live in groups. Society fulfils human needs.
 It makes way for organized life.
 It is within society and with culture that men have developed from a simple life
style to a modern complex life style.
 It helps us to understand how people behave in society.
 It helps us to know how people are arranged in different statuses in the society.
 That every society is dynamic.
 That culture is unique to human society.

1.4

CONCEPT OF COMMUNITY

The term community is used to refer to a wide variety of specific social units. In
common parlance, the word, ‘community’ is used for a collection of people who do
related kinds of work, such as the teachers’ community’ or the doctors’ community. It
is also used to denote a collection of people who share something in common as the
‘Hindu community’ or the ‘Christian community’ etc.
1.4.1 Meaning and Definition:
In Sociological literature, the word ‘Community’ refers directly to types of population
settlements, such as rural community or urban community, to supposedly ideal typical
ways of life in such places, and to social networks whose members share common
characteristics apart from or in addition to common location. According to sociologists
Mac Iver and Page, “Whenever the members of any group, small or large, live together
in such a way that they share not this or that particular interest, but the basic condition
of a common life, we called that group a community.” For Bogardus, “a community is
a social group with some degree of the feeling and living in a given area.”
Community is, therefore, a geographical area having common centers of interests and
activities. A community is essentially an area of social living. It is marked by some
degree of social coherence.
Thus, community is a circle in which common life is living. It includes in itself all our
social relationships. It includes a variety of associations and institutions. Within the
range of a community, the members may carry on their economic, religious, political,
educational and other activities. Hence, community is the total organization of social
life within limited space. Examples: village, town, tribe, city and district.
1.4.2 Elements of Community
Community has some basic elements or characteristics as those given below –
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 Group or persons: A community consists of a group of individuals. They live
in a particular geographical area with ‘we feeling’ relations.
 Locality: A community always occupies a territorial area. The strong bond of
solidarity that we find among the members of a community is derived from the
conditions of locality living in a definite geographical area. Living together
facilitates people to develop social contacts, gives protection, safety and
security. It helps the members to promote and fulfil their common interests.
Locality continues to be a basic factor of community life. However, in modern
times the local bond of community is weakened by the development of the
means of transport and communication. In fact, the extension of communication
is itself the condition of a larger but still territorial community.
 Community sentiment: Locality is not enough to create a community. There
must be the common living with its awareness of sharing a common way of life.
The members develop a sense of ‘we feeling’. It means a kind of identification,
a sense of awareness, a sense of living and sharing some common interests in
life. Without these there cannot be any community.
 Stability: A community has not only locality and community sentiment, but
also has stability. It is not a temporary group like a crowd or a mob. It is
relatively stable. It includes a permanent group life in a definite place.
 Natural and Normal: A community cannot be made or created. By birth
individuals become its members. Communities are spontaneous in their origin
and development.
 Size of community: There is no any bar about the size of community. It may
be big or small in size. A city or village or a district may be the size of
community. There are communities within a community. Hence, there may be
some small and some big communities.
 Regulation of relations: In every community, there are some systems which
are known as customs, traditions, morals etc. This helps to regulate the relations
of its members.
In modern times, the community sentiment of the members is gradually changing
because the interests of people are diverse and complex. It is due to industrialization,
urbanization, advancement of science and technology and the development of means
of transport and communication.
1.4.3 Difference between Society and Community
Society and Community both are related to each other. Both society and community
are considered on the basis of human relations, yet there are some differences between
the two. Some of the differences of both the term society and community are given
below:
Society: Society is a web of social relationship. A definite geographical area is not an
essential aspect of society. Society is abstract. Community sentiment or ‘we-feeling’
may not be present in a society. In a society, there may be several communities. It
involves both likenesses and differences. Common and diverse interests are present in
society.
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Community: Community consists of a group of individuals living in a particular
geographical area with we-feeling relations. It is concrete and community sentiment is
an essential feature of community. Interests and objectives are not more extensive and
varied. Likeness is essential and more important. Common agreement of interests and
objectives are the part of community.
ACTIVITY 1.3
‘Man is a Social animal’ – Write the meaning of this statement in your own words.
…………………………………………………………………………..……………
………………………………………………………………………………………..

1.5

CONCEPT OF INSTITUTION

Institution is an established way of behaving or an established form of procedure. It
consists of all the structural components of a society through which the main concerns
and activities are organized and social needs are fulfilled.
1.5.1 Meaning and Definition
The term ‘institution’ has been given various interpretations. According to Mac Iver
and Page, institutions may be defined as the “established forms or conditions of
procedure characteristic of group activity”. Arnold Green has defined institution as
the “organization of several folkways and mores into a unit which serves a number of
social functions”.
From the above definitions, it is seen that an institution means some rules, regulations,
folkways and mores which are gradually developed and obeyed by the society.
1.5.2 Characteristics
The main characteristics of institution are –
 Institutions come into being due to the collective activities of the people. They
are essentially social in nature.
 Institutions exist in all the societies and have existed at all the stages of social
development.
 Institutions are considered as sanctioning norms. It prescribes the way of doing
things.
 Institutions are not external, visible or tangible things. They are abstract.
 Institutions help to satisfy some basic and vital needs of man.
 Institutions control the behaviour of individuals.
 Institutions are mostly permanent in nature.
1.5.3 Types of Institution
Institutions are often classified into Primary institutions and Secondary institutions.
The most basic institutions which are found even in primitive societies like religion,
family, marriage etc. are primary in character. As societies grew in size and complexity,
institutions became progressive and more differentiated. Accordingly, a large number
8

of institutions are evolved to cater to the secondary need of people. They may be called
secondary institutions, such as education, law, constitution, parliamentary procedure,
business etc.
Check Your Progress Exercise 1.1
Note:
I.
II.

Write your answer in the space given below.
Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit

Q1: Is community temporary in nature?
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
Q2: What are institutions?
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………

1.6

CONCEPT OF ASSOCIATION

Man as a social being has so many interests, needs, wants and problems. To fulfill the
desires of the individuals in a society, sometimes individual efforts are sufficient for
them and sometimes they have to cooperate with others. Co-operation and mutual
assistance are essential in an association.
1.6.1 Meaning and Definition
Association is an arrangement for working together by a group to achieve some
specified purpose or purposes. The emphasis is on organization and its aims. It differs
from community in several ways. Its membership is limited by the nature of its aim.
An association is an arrangement which may be temporary or permanent. MacIver and
Page defined Association as “an organization deliberately formed for the collective
pursuit of some interest or a set of interests, which its members share.” According to
Morris Ginsberg, “An association is a group of social beings related to one another by
the fact that they possess or have instituted in common an organization with a view to
securing a specific end or specific ends.”
Men have several interests. Hence, they establish different associations to fulfil them.
They have a number of associations of different kinds, such as, Political association
(The Bharatiya Janata Party, The congress Party etc.) Socio-Religious association (The
Ramkrishna Misson, the Arya Samaj etc.) and so on.
1.6.2 Characteristics of Association
The main characteristics of Association are –
 Formal membership.
 Fixed rules and procedures to follow.
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1.7

LET US SUM UP












1.8

Definite goals and deliberate interests.
The duties are legally bound.
It is voluntary in service and also in membership.
Rights and duties for the members.

A society is a collection of individuals united by certain relations and modes of
behaviour which mark them off from others who do not enter into these
relations or who differ from them in behavior
The term ‘society’ has been derived from the Latin word ‘Socius’ meaning
companionship or friendship
In a society, the relationships are long lasting and enduring. Thus, a society is a
long lasting social group
‘Community’ is used for a collection of people who do related kinds of work,
such as the teachers’
Community is, therefore, a geographical area having common centers of
interests and activities
Institution is an established way of behaving or an established form of
procedure
Institution means some rules, regulations, folkways and mores which are
gradually developed and obeyed by the society.
Institutions are often classified into Primary institutions and Secondary
institutions
An association is an arrangement which may be temporary or permanent
Association is an arrangement for working together by a group to achieve some
specified purpose or purposes
GLOSSARY

Association

: a group of people organized for a particular purpose.

Community

: a group of people living within a limited geographical
area having common interest.

Community Sentiment

: a feeling of belonging together

Institution

: an organized system with collective behavior having
common rules and procedures to meet certain needs of
the society

Society

: a group of people who live in a defined geographical area
who interact with one another and who share a common
culture
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1.9

CHECK YOUR PROGRESS: ANSWER KEYS

Ans to Q1: A Community is not a temporary group. It is relatively stable and
permanent in nature.
Ans to Q2: In Simple words, Institution means some rules, regulations, folkways and
mores which are gradually developed and obeyed by the society.

1.10

MODEL QUESTIONS

A)

Short Questions (Answer each question in about 150 words)
Q1: What is Society? How is human society different from a non-human society?
Q2: Distinguish between Society and Community.
Q3: Define Institution. State the differences between Institution and Association.
B)
Long Questions (Answer each question in about 300-500 words)
Q1: Define Community. Explain its characteristics.
Q2: Discuss the characteristic features of Society.

1.11
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2.1

INTRODUCTION

In the previous Unit, we have already learnt the concept of society and other basic
concepts. People in a society behave according to social norms and through the statuses
they occupy. While behaving in society, people form groups. If you observe your own
society, you will find the existence of a wide variety of social groups. People behave
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as members of various groups. Social groups have some socially defined purposes and
relatively stable patterns of social relation. In the process, social groups enable the
varied interests of society to be met. Like the term, society there is another term,
culture, which is often used in our day do day discussions. Both society and culture are
interrelated concepts. Every society has its culture. Culture includes all the rules, ideas,
norms, social behaviour and the material objects made and used by members of the
society.
In this Unit, we will learn about social group: its various types, purposes, significance
in the society and about group behavior and will also discuss about the concept of
culture, its characteristics and types. We will also briefly discuss, in this unit, the
relationship between culture and personality and culture and civilization.
2.2

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After going through this unit, you will be able to —
 explain how Social groups are formed and the importance of Social groups in
Society
 explain the structure of different Social groups
 discuss the objectives behind formation of different social groups.
 explain the concept of culture
 discuss the nature of culture
 identify the types of culture
 explain the relation of culture with personality
 identify the relationship between culture and civilization.
2.3

SOCIAL GROUP: MEANING AND DEFINITION

A social group is a collection of individuals who interact with one another and who
recognize themselves as a distinct social unit. Sociologist Marshall Jones defines social
group as the unit of “two or more people between whom there is an established pattern
of interaction.” The above two definitions of social group present several inherent
characteristics of the social group.
2.3.1 Characteristics of Social Group
 A social group is an aggregate of individuals.
 Members of a group share some common goals or purposes. Among the
members of a social group, frequent interactions take place.
 These interactions assume some stable patterns.
 Such interaction leads to sharing of values and of beliefs among the members.
 This makes them identify themselves with one another.
 Such common identification leads to attachments and group solidarity.
 These give an “objective” existence to the groups. The group becomes a definite
entity with a distinct subculture.
Social groups are important both to their members and to the society at large. Some of
them are the most stable and enduring of social units and form the foundation of a
13

society. In that sense, a family, a village, a political party, a trade union are all social
groups.
Differences of a Social Group with an Aggregate and Category
A social group is distinct from an aggregate. An aggregate is simply a collection of
anonymous people who happen to be at the same place at the same time such as the
viewers at a cinema hall, shoppers at a market, a crowd, etc. They are gathered there
either for individual and separate purposes or for a very limited common purpose as
watching a movie or cricket match, all of which are of very short term nature. Hence,
the interaction of the people in an aggregate is very temporary. As such, no definite and
enduring pattern of behaviour or relation develops among the people in an aggregate.
The people walk in and out of the aggregate. It is a short term phenomenon. Thus, an
aggregate is not a social group. A social group has an enduring social existence with
set goals, set patterns of behaviour and a feeling of group solidarity. An aggregate is
sociologically significant because the aggregate has the potentiality to conduct such
collective behaviour that may have an impact in the institutionalized behaviour of the
society. As for example, the rioting and lootings committed by an aggregate like a
crowd, the spreading of rumor within an aggregate, panic and hysteria occurring within
an aggregate etc. can all have important social consequences.
A category is a collection of people sharing characteristics like education, social status,
physical characteristics, etc. Common categories include subdivisions of gender, age,
race, occupation, education, people below poverty line etc. Even victims of violence,
people with tall stature, etc. constitute a category. Categories are so broad that enduring
social relations based on specified common goals usually does not occur. This is the
difference between categories and social groups. But the commonalities of the people
in a category may provide sections of them the necessary base to constitute social
groups. The section has to limit the scope of its expanse to form a group. As for
example, the doctors of a specific region may form a doctors’ association to work on
their interests.
LET US KNOW




A society is a system of social relationship and not simply a collection of human
beings. People living in a society are members of that society i.e., membership
is compulsory.
Social groups are different from social classes, or status groups or crowds, which
do not have the structure. They are categories and aggregates.

2.3.2 TYPES OF SOCIAL GROUP
In society, we find that various types of social groups are formed with a view to
realizing certain goals. Depending on their size and structure, purpose of formation,
strength of relationship between the members, etc., social groups have been classified
in various ways by various social scientists. Some of such important classifications are
discussed below.
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2.3.2.1

Primary Social Group

According to the degree of closeness of the members, social groups are often classified
into two broad categories—namely primary and secondary.
In Sociology, the Primary Group refers to a social group that shares close and personal
relations among the members. For example, our family, neighborhood, etc. A Primary
group is a typically small social group. The members of such groups share concern for
one another; they share activities and culture pattern, and spend long periods of time
together.
Family is the basic primary group that is almost universal in all societies
The following are the basic characteristics of a primary group:
 Primary groups are mainly informal and members freely interact face to face
with each other spontaneously without observing any formalities.
 Primary groups are smaller in size and, therefore, effective relationship between
the members is possible.
 Primary groups are stable in nature and, therefore, relatively permanent.
 In a primary group, self-interest of the members is secondary; common interest
comes first.
In primary groups the relations among the members are personal. It means that almost
all the aspects of the personal life of its members are a concern to the other. This nature
of intimate social involvement among the members make the relation informal and
relatively long term. Since it involves the entire person, the withdrawal of one person
changes the composition of the group. As for example, in a group comprising of
spouses, if one withdraws the group ceases to exist.
2.3.2.2

Secondary Social Group

Now, since we know what a primary group is, it would not be difficult for us to define
a secondary group. We have already stated that members of a primary group are closely
related. In a secondary group, however, members have a lesser level of personal
relations than a primary group. People in a Secondary group interact on a less personal
level than in a primary group, and their relationships are temporary rather than long
lasting. Since secondary groups are established to perform functions, roles of the
members are more interchangeable. In a society, every person is performing roles.
From this definition, it follows that:
 Secondary groups are usually larger in size e.g. political parties, trade unions
and corporations, international associations, etc.
 Membership in the case of secondary groups is mainly voluntary. Individuals
are at liberty to join or to go away from the groups. However, there are some
secondary groups like the State whose membership is almost involuntary.
 Physical proximity is not a character of the Secondary group. There are
secondary groups, which are not limited to any definite area like Rotary
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2.3.2.3

International and Lions Club, etc. The members of such groups are scattered
over a vast area.
Secondary groups are constituted to realize some specific interests or ends.
Because of this, they are also sometimes called special interest groups.
Members of the group are united because they have specific ends to aim at.
Sometimes these specific aims and interests may be achieved within a short
span of time. Once these are fulfilled, the group dissolves or may transform into
some other groups with newer aims, goals and rules. For example, an enquiry
committee set by a government to probe into a matter is a temporary social
group. Once the enquiry is complete and the final report submitted to the
government, the committee gets dissolved. Some groups as Rotary
International, BCCI, etc. have long lasting interest and aims and these continue
for a much longer time.
Contacts and communications in the case of secondary groups are mostly
indirect. Mass media of communication such as radio, telephone, television,
newspaper, movies, magazines and post and telegraph are resorted to by the
members to have communication.
As secondary groups are bigger in size, the members of the group usually do
not stay together and, therefore, the relations among the members are indirect,
impersonal and non-inclusive.
Since the group is status and role specific, and the occupants of the status are
of instrumental significance, the group is not dependent upon a person but rather
on status. When an occupant of the status leaves, it may be occupied by another
one and the group continues. Secondary groups are structure based and a change
in occupants does not change its structure.
Differences between Primary and Secondary Social Group

From what we have discussed above, it is clear that both primary and secondary groups
have some differences. In the following table, some of the differences between the
primary and secondary groups have been serialized.
Primary group










The sizes of the groups are usually small.
They originate naturally and spontaneously.
Face to face intimate relationship between the members.
Communication between the members is direct and quick.
Members are united for common interest and common welfare. Individual
interest is secondary.
Membership in a primary group is mandatory.
Members cooperate with each other directly and work together in critical
situations.
As these groups are spontaneous, the status, powers and functions of the
members are not regulated by any formal rules or procedure.
The group has effective control over their members, although, means of control
is informal.
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Secondary group










Sizes are big.
They are created purposefully with certain aims.
Formal and less-intimate relationship between the members.
Communication between the members is not always direct as they spread over
a large area.
Members join secondary groups to realize their own interest. That is why
secondary groups are also called ‘special interest groups.’
Membership is voluntary.
Cooperation is mostly indirect and even in critical situations cooperation is not
spontaneous.
The status, powers and functions of each member are formally laid down in
rules and regulations.
The group has only limited control, although, they have laid down rules and
regulations.

Despite these differences, we find that primary groups develop within the secondary
groups and they influence the dynamics and functioning of a secondary group. Within
a trade union and political party, groups of friends develop. Primary groups serve as
buffer between the individual and the larger society and secondary groups. We find the
way our family and friends enable and support our interaction with the larger society.
They facilitate our participation in secondary groups as schools, colleges, etc.
ACTIVITY 2.1
Make a list of three secondary groups of which you are a member.
……………………………………………………………………………………….
……………………………………………………………………………………….
Note four differences you observe between your primary groups and your secondary
groups.
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………

Check Your Progress Exercise 2.1
Note:
I.
II.

Write your answer in the space given below.
Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit.

Q.1: Is Social Group an aggregate?
......................................................................................................................................
......................................................................................................................................
......................................................................................................................................
Q.2: What is a Category?
......................................................................................................................................
......................................................................................................................................
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......................................................................................................................................
Q.3: Give an example of Primary group.
......................................................................................................................................
......................................................................................................................................
......................................................................................................................................
Q.4: What is the nature of relation in a Secondary group?
......................................................................................................................................
......................................................................................................................................
......................................................................................................................................
2.3.2.4 In-Group and Out-Group
In sociology, we find another set of groups known as in- group and out- group. Both
these groups exist with reference to the opposite group. If an in-group exists, then there
must be an out-group. In other words, there cannot be an in-group if there is no outgroup or vice versa.
The term in-group in Sociology refers to a group of people who are united by common
beliefs, attitudes, or interests by which they identify themselves. The attachment of the
members of the in-group is the outcome of their hatred for or opposition towards
another group known as out-group.
For example, for a group of cricket lovers, all others who love cricket constitute an ingroup, while members of hockey or football lovers constitute their out-groups. This
concept of in-group and out-group can further be simplified with the help of Sociologist
Horton and Hunt’s definition. The groups to which a person can say “my group” are
his/or her in-groups e.g. my family, my clan, my religion, my state etc. The person
belongs to all these groups which he refers as ‘my group’, while the other’s family,
other’s clan, other’s religion etc. to which he or she does not belong are out-group for
him or her.
Sometimes, in-group out-group relationship may overlap. For example, members
belonging to a town, irrespective of their caste, creed, religion, etc. constitute an ingroup and other town dwellers constitute their out-groups. But when the same town
dwellers consider their caste group, all the persons belonging to their caste spread over
several towns constitute their caste in-group. This happens because the same person
may be members of various groups.
Members of an in-group are loyal to the group members. They help each other in times
of need and do everything to achieve superiority over their out-group.
The in-group members always believe that their group is the best and most dependable.
An excommunication of a member from the group, therefore, affects the member badly.
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2.3.2.5 Reference Group
Reference group is another type of social group which as the name suggests, acts as a
frame of reference to which people always refer to evaluate their achievements, their
role performance, aspirations and ambitions. Acording to the sociologists Ogburn and
Nimkoff, “groups which serve as points of comparison are known as reference
groups.” Eminent sociologist, Merton defined reference groups as “those groups which
are the referring points of the individuals, towards which he is oriented and which
influences his opinion, tendency and behaviour”.
The individual is surrounded by countless reference groups. In some situations, an
individual despite belonging to his own group likes to be identified as members of
another group. For him or her, this second group is ideal and acts as a reference group.
In a society, we find various classes of people. People always try to achieve the rank
and characteristics of a higher class. Economically weaker sections always attempt to
become economically stronger, that is to say, that they aspire to be identified as persons
belonging to elite sections of the society. In this context, elite group may be considered
as a reference group for the person belonging to the economically weaker group.
2.3.2.6

Organized Group and Unorganized Group

Depending on the degree of organisation, groups may be classified into organized
group and unorganized group. An organized group is one which comes into being
through some systematically formulated norms to realize some definite objectives.
Such groups are sometimes called associational groups. Organized groups are of
various sizes, it may be as small as a family and also as big as political party or trade
unions.
Unorganized groups come into existence suddenly without any careful planning. They
are unorganized because they do not follow any specific norms or have any specific
objectives to realize. The group members in an unorganized group are not loyal or
sympathetic to each other. In most cases, they do not know each other. Such
unorganized groups are temporary in nature. Crowds watching a football match or
cricket match or cultural night, mobs engaged in vandalism or demonstrating physical
power, etc. are examples of unorganized group. Some sociologists would prefer to term
such groups as aggregates rather than social groups. Regulatory norms are absent in the
case of this groups.
2.3.2.7

Voluntary and Involuntary Group

Depending on the nature of joining a group by its members, groups can be divided into
voluntary groups and involuntary groups. Voluntary groups are those whose
membership is not mandatory – one may join it or may not join it. A person may join
an art group to pursue his/ her interest. Such groups are voluntary groups. But there are
groups, the membership of which is mandatory. A person is a member of his/her own
clan. A student is a member of his school / college students’ union. These groups are
termed an involuntary group.
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2.3.2.8

Quasi Group

A quasi group is not organized or structured. It is a collection of members who do not
actually know or feel that they have some common purposes. Bottomore defines Quasi
group as “an aggregate which lacks structure or organisation and whose members may
be unaware or less aware of the existence of grouping.” In that sense, each age and sex
group of a population constitutes a quasi-group. Similarly, classes or status group in a
society also is an example of quasi group.
Check Your Progress Exercise 2.2
Note:
I.
II.

Write your answer in the space given below.
Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit

Q.5: Are Unorganized groups permanent in nature?
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
Q6: Distinguish between Voluntary and Involuntary Group.
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………

2.4

CONCEPT OF CULTURE

By now, we have come to know that we all live in a society and we are all social beings.
Whatever we do in society, right from waking up in the morning to the way we sleep
at night are all the various aspects of culture. What we eat, the way we eat, we dress,
talk, believe, write, and the ways we think are some examples of the different aspects
of culture. Although there are individual differences in these ways, yet these differences
are culturally defined. This leads us to the question, ‘what is culture?’
In 1871, E. B. Tylor had given a broad definition of culture which is widely used even
today. “Culture…..is that complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, arts,
morals, law, custom, and any other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a
member of society.”
Coon defines culture as “the sum total of the ways in which human
beings live, transmitted from generation to generation by learning.”
Malinowski defined culture as the “cumulative creation of man.”
Culture, thus, means everything that human beings learn and act as
a member of society. We all are members of a society. As a member of society, we
need to formulate rules that are more or less accepted for shared social life and
accordingly, we need to behave. We also identify and define ways of making and using
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material things in society. All these together constitute culture. Culture is the sum total
of the learnt ways of living, and of doing of the entire society. It is also viewed as an
instrument or tool that people use for social survival.
Most of these rules, behaviours, and the material things have
mundane applicability and are mundane occurrences of our
day to day life such as the way we walk, talk, eat, and dress
etc. Some have occasional applicability as the Presidential
speech on India’s Republic day, the Bihu festivals, etc.
All these are components of culture. We find that people in
different parts of Assam speak Assamese in different ways.
These local variations of speech are called as pidgin and are
informal patterns. Again, the Assamese language has special
literal form, style and structure. All these variations, the
informal and formal together, are aspects of culture. Culture
does not mean only refinement or elite culture but also the
popular culture about which we shall learn more in this Unit.
In brief, culture is the “entire way of life of an entire society”.

2.5

NATURE OF CULTURE

Now, let us learn about the nature of culture. In discussing the nature of culture, we
shall deal with the characteristics, paradoxes, functions and universals of culture. This
will make the concept of culture clearer to us.
2.5.1 Characteristics
Culture has many characteristics of which we shall discuss the few basic ones —
 Learnt. Culture is not biologically inherited. The natural hair colour is a
biologically given fact, while hair dying is a learnt practice. Culture is,
therefore, based on learnt practice. The process of learning one’s culture is
called enculturation. It is because of this feature that a person born and brought
up in India and later on settled, for example, in England, learns and acquires the
ways of the English culture. Culture is acquired. We are not born with a culture
but born into and grow within a culture. Right from the moment of our birth,
we get into the process of learning and acquiring culture.
 Shared. Culture is shared by the members of a society. It means that it is
constructed and accepted by the members of the society. It is not “culture of
one”. It is mutually constructed through a constant process of social interaction.
Culture is constructed only when members of the society accept it. As culture
is shared, the members of the society are more or less able to understand each
other and interact with each other in the society. This makes Culture social.
 Symbolic. Human beings can think symbolically and assign meanings to
events. We see and interpret the world around us in symbolic terms. The sign
of a ‘namaskar’ in Indian culture and that of a hand- shake in Western culture
are different symbols of greetings and showing respect. Here, we find different
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symbols conveying the same meaning. In western culture, the showing of the
thumb means wishing the best, while in others, it may mean an insult. Here, the
same symbols have different meanings. We use language which is symbolic.
Even the material objects have symbolic meaning. The chair in our culture is
meant for sitting. Likewise, every aspect of culture is symbolic. And within a
society we construct, learn and transmit the common meanings of these symbols
through our behaviour, actions, language etc. and interact with each other.
These common meanings are developed by people in society. Culture is,
therefore, a construct developed by human interactions. Since culture is
symbolic, it can be transmitted and learnt.
 Integrated. The various aspects of culture are interrelated with each other. For
example, the economic aspects are related to the political aspects of culture. In
India, the government which includes the political elements of our culture,
decides and influences the economy of the country. In a similar way, education
is related to the economy. With everything within a culture being interrelated,
culture becomes a ‘complex whole’. It is more or less an integrated whole. By
integration, we mean some degree of smooth interrelation between the various
aspects which make these different parts come together to form one big unit.
There may not be complete smooth interrelation between its parts. There occurs
some conflict between the parts of culture. Yet, some degree of integration is
necessary for a culture to survive.
ACTIVITY 2.2
Make a list of five things that you consider are aspects of your culture
…………………………………………………………………………………….…
……………………………………………………………………………………….
…………………………………………………………………….…………………
…………………………………………………….…………………………………
2.5.2 Paradoxes of Culture
Culture is both organic and super-organic. Culture, as we have said, is manmade. In
this sense only, it is organic. Yet, it is considered to be external to human beings. We
do not inherit culture biologically. The French sociologist, Emile Durkheim stressed
that culture is outside us and exerts a strong force upon us. Culture influences our
activities, moulds our ideas, thoughts and even our personality. The strength of culture
becomes evident when we try to oppose it. In this regard, culture is super organic.
 Culture is stable, yet always changing. Within a culture, the parts have some
degree of integration which gives the culture some degree of stability. Yet, this
stability does not make culture static; it keeps on changing.
 It is universal in terms of human experience, yet it has local and regional
manifestations. Every society has a culture. Yet, no two cultures are completely
alike.
2.5.3 Functions of Culture
 Culture enables people to interpret and understand the world in which they live.
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 It gives to people some common meanings and enables them to understand and
interact with one other.
 It enables a person to interact and adapt with the environment.
 It shapes the personality of the members of the society.
Every culture performs these functions. From cultures as
simple as that of the Melanesian Islanders of the Pacific
Ocean and tribes of the Andaman and Nicobar Islands to
complex societies such as the European culture, perform the
above mentioned functions. Therefore, no culture can be
considered as either superior or inferior to another one.
Rather, culture is differentiated in accordance with the degree
and nature of its complexity and other criteria. An
understanding of the concept of culture equips a person to
appreciate all the cultures and to understand culture in the
context in which it occurs. This is called cultural relativism. In other words, it enables
us not to evaluate other’s cultures with the values, beliefs, practices and ideas of one’s
own culture. It enables us to perceive the different ways in which the different cultures
cope with human problems. The knowledge of culture also enables us to overcome the
attitude of ‘ethnocentrism’. Ethnocentrism implies the attitude of considering one’s
own culture as superior and that of others as inferior.
2.5.4 Universals of Culture
Culture is universal in human experience i.e. every human society has culture. In all
the cultures, certain universal phenomena can be found which are called ‘universals of
culture’ or ‘culture universals’. Clark Wissler in 1923 presented nine cultural facts or
cultural aspects as found universally in all human societies.










2.6

Speech including language and writing systems
Material traits
Mythology and scientific knowledge
Art
Religious beliefs and practices including treatment of the sick and dead
Family and social control
Property, trade and exchange system
Government and political forms
War

TYPES OF CULTURE

According to Osgood, a culture has three basic components or aspects, viz, mental,
social and material. The mental and social are together termed as the non-material
culture.


Non-Material culture: This comprises the shared ideas, beliefs, values, norms,
and goals of a culture. In other words, this component includes the codes for
behaviour in a society. In our culture, respecting elders and being loyal to family
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are some of our values; the various legislations on marriage and child-care are
some of our norms. These are parts of non-material culture.
Social culture: The members of a society behave in the society on the basis of
shared ideas, values, beliefs, norms, etc. The behavioral aspects of culture are
the social culture. It is intrinsically related to the mental aspect. People follow
the norms and accordingly, behave in society. The values and norms of the
society allow space for creativity and diversity. Therefore, various patterns of
behaviour emerge within the wide net of values and norms. Again, these norms
are not always followed as they are. Occasionally, there occur some deviations
from the norms. In Hindu culture as in most other cultures, polygyny is
prohibited by norms. It is also prohibited by the Hindu Marriage Act. Yet, we
find occasional instances of polygyny occurring and some sections of our
society tolerating such behaviour. Among the Muslims, alcohol consumption is
prohibited by religious norms, yet it is not always followed. Violation of norm
is called deviation. Also, in due course of time, deviations and new patterns
may become accepted by the society and become norms and values of the
society. For example, caste endogamy in India has been the traditional norm
for centuries. During the 19th century, with the social reformation movement
in India, inter castes marriages occurred and now such marriages are facilitated
and protected by the Constitution of India by many legislations such as the
Special Marriage Act, 1954. Thus, the behavioural or social realm of culture is
related to the mental realm. The mental realm influences and guides social
behaviour and also gets influenced by it.
Material culture: These include all the material objects, those that are only
used and those that are both made and used (artifacts) by
people in society. The material aspects include among
other things the food we eat, both the raw apple and also
the apple jam. It includes the clothes, houses, vehicles, etc.
Material objects are either used directly from nature or it
is further processed from nature to render it fit for human
use. It is through material culture that society directly interacts with the
environment and fulfills individual and social needs. In the making and using
of items of material culture, certain rules and norms are followed and people
interact with each other in this process. For example, in making a hand axe, a
person follows an accepted design which he retains in his mind. In making the
axe, he may buy from someone in the market the iron to make the blade and
wood to make the handle of the axe. Here, the person is behaviorally interacting
with many other persons in the process of making the hand axe following the
norms. Here, we find that both mental and the social culture interact with the
material culture.
LET US KNOW
The modern means of transport and mobile phones are examples of material
culture. The uses of these have changed the nature of social relations. People
can now communicate more easily than before. People from villages can
work in the cities and towns on a daily basis and return home. This has
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brought changes in the social life in the villages. The use of mobile phone
and internet has enabled people to communicate almost at anytime and
anywhere and plan, arrange and rearrange different activities and avail
various opportunities. A great variety and intensity of work has become
possible because of these modern means of communication. New patterns of
behaviour and norms have consequently developed.
The above categorization of culture reveals the interrelationship among the three
aspects or components of culture. In fact, we can repeat that culture is a “complex
whole”. Again, any part of culture is it the economy, political, educational, religion, or
family could be analyzed using this model of categorization. For example, in India the
political sphere has the ideological aspect in the form of values and rules enshrined in
the Constitution of India. That India is a ‘Sovereign Socialist Secular Democratic
Republic’ is our Constitutional value and goal. Based on these, we as the citizens of
India, are, accordingly, required to behave. One example of our political behaviour is
that we vote our representatives to the Legislature to form our government. The
material culture includes the voting machines, the paper, stamp etc.
The above explanation also points out the relation between society and culture. While
society is the group of individuals and groups who are interacting and behaving with
each other, culture is the complex whole that includes the entire way of life of the entire
group and society. For a society to perpetuate, it needs culture, i.e. a commonly shared
way of life. For a culture to survive, it needs a society. Without society, there can be
no culture. Thus, society and culture are the two sides of the same coin.
ACTIVITY 2.3
Your family is a part of the wider culture you belong to. Taking your family as an
example, find out the mental, social and material aspects of it.
…………………………………………………………...…….……………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
There are some other categorizations of culture that try to focus on other dimensions of
culture. Let us discuss some of these.


Subculture: A society is composed of a varied number of social groups having
specific patterns of social and cultural life. They form sub-cultures within broad
cultures. The Indian society has a broad and composite culture which we call
the Indian culture. Within it, there are many religious groups, sects, castes, class
and many linguistic, ethnic, regional groups, etc. Each of these groups
comprises a sub-culture in relation to the broader Indian culture. With so many
sub-cultures within a broader culture, there exists interrelation between them.
All these groups together have some common broad cultural patterns which
keep these subcultures more or less integrated to form a wider complex whole.
One example of the common cultural patterns in an ethnically, linguistically
and religiously diverse India is the principles of Indian Constitution.
Simple societies, i.e. societies having a simple technological and social system
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2.7

usually have a single integrated culture shared by everyone. Complex societies
have many sub-cultures within it which make the society complex. Indian
society is a complex society.
High Culture or Elitist Culture: There are certain aspects of culture which are
held in high esteem and are exclusive to a few sections in the society, as the
culture of the ruling class, art and literature. Although highly regarded, they are
not accessible to all in the society, as literature is accessed only by the educated,
and the ruling class is a small, more or less exclusive group. Entry into this
group is difficult for many.
Popular culture or pop culture: It is referred to as those that are popularly
represented in a culture. Culture by definition is commonly shared ways of life
and this would mean that all aspects of culture are popular. But when we
analyze the complex societies, we can find that there exists the high or elitist
culture. On the other hand, there are cultural elements that are widespread in
the sense that most of the people participate in these patterns of cultural life. It
includes the day-to-day interactions, needs, etc. that constitute the everyday life
of the mainstream (ordinary majority). Cooking, clothing, folklore, mass media,
etc. are elements of popular culture. These are transmitted through the
vernacular language or the common lingua franca and hence, have widespread
appeal and accessibility.
Mass Culture: There is an approach that equates pop culture with Mass
Culture. This is seen as a commercial culture, mass produced for mass
consumption. When popular culture is shaped by the mass media, distributed
and marketed, it is mass culture. Mass culture becomes possible only with
modern communication and electronic media. The mass media may pick up
elements of the prevalent high culture and the popular culture and bring it to the
wider public. It is said that mass media entertainment industry that includes
fashion, advertisements, television soaps, sports, etc have an appeal to the
general public and are widely consumed by the public. As such, these go on to
produce a culture which is called mass culture.

CULTURE AND PERSONALITY

The relation between culture and personality has been viewed as interdependent and
interactive. Personality is made up of the characteristic patterns of thoughts, feelings,
and behaviours that make a person unique. In addition to this, personality remains fairly
consistent throughout life.
Every society has a culture. Through the process of socialization (or enculturation), the
culture of the society is internalized by the members of the society. The individual from
her/his childhood onward learns the values, beliefs, norms, and the social and cultural
practices of the society. In this process, culture moulds the personality of its members.
Kardiner and Linton are of the view that culture frames the ‘basic personality types’
shared by most of the members of the society.
At the same time, culture is man-made and culture keeps changing. It is the members
of the society who brings change into the culture. Culture always provides space for
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creativity and in the personalities of the members such characteristics and capabilities
are nurtured. Also, in a culture there exist some conflicts and tensions which find
reflections in the personality of its members. These characteristics also bring changes
in culture through the agency of people. Through these, people bring changes in their
cultures. Again, the continuities of the culture are also due to the personalities that the
culture shapes. People maintain the culture they have learnt.

2.8

CULTURE AND CIVILIZATION

Since the emergence of man, human society has passed through three stages - savagery,
barbarism and civilization. Civilization is a more developed stage of society which is
correlated with the growth of cities, the emergence of writing, science and so on. Thus,
civilization represents a particular type of culture.
However, there are some differences between culture and civilization. Culture is
regarded as the moral, spiritual and intellectual attainments of man. On the other hand,
civilization refers to the whole machinery and complex of devices developed by man.
Civilization is external. It caters to the external needs of man and consists of
technology, material culture and social institutions. It is the sum total of the instruments
of cultural life. Culture is something internal. It is the expression of our modes of living
and thinking. MacIver and Page have said, “Civilization is what we have, culture is
what we are.”
Check Your Progress Exercise 2.3
Note:
I.
II.

Write your answer in the space given below.
Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit

Q.7: Fill in the blanks with appropriate words.
(a) The process of learning one’s culture is called ______________ .
(b) _______________ implies the attitude of considering one’s own culture as
superior and that of others as inferior.
Q.8: What is Mass Culture?
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………

2.9

LET US SUM UP





A social group is a collection of individuals who interact with one another and
who recognize themselves as a distinct social unit.
Among the members of a social group, frequent interactions take place.
A social group is distinct from an aggregate
In society, we find that various types of social groups are formed with a view
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2.10

to realizing certain goals
According to the degree of closeness of the members, social groups are often
classified into two broad categories—namely primary and secondary.
Primary Group refers to a social group that shares close and personal relations
among the members. For example, our family, neighborhood, etc.
Members of a Secondary group have a lesser level of personal relations than a
primary group. People in a Secondary group interact on a less personal level
than in a primary group, and their relationships are temporary rather than long
lasting.
The term in-group in Sociology refers to a group of people who are united by
common beliefs, attitudes, or interests by which they identify themselves
Reference group is another type of social group which name suggests acts as a
frame of reference to which people always refer to evaluate their achievements,
their role performance, aspirations and ambitions
An organized group is one which comes into being through some systematically
formulated norms to realize some definite objectives.
Unorganized groups come into existence suddenly without any careful
planning. They are unorganized because they do not follow any specific norms
or have any specific objectives to realize.
Depending on the nature of joining a group by its members, groups can be
divided into voluntary groups and involuntary groups
Voluntary groups are those whose membership is not mandatory – one may join
it or may not join it.
But there are groups the membership of which is mandatory.
A quasi group is not organized or structured. It is a collection of members who
do not actually know or feel that they have some common purposes.
Culture means everything that human beings learn and act as a member of
society.
Society and culture are like two sides of the same coin.
Society is the social relations of the groups and individuals. Culture is the total
way of life of man in society and social groups.
Culture comprises the mental, social and material aspects.
Culture shapes individual and group personality, yet it provides scope for
individual variations and creativity.
Culture is not biologically inherited.
GLOSSARY

Cultural Lag:

the difference between material and non-material culture. The
concept of cultural lag was first introduced by W.F. Ogburn in
his book Social Change which was published in 1922.

Culture:

acquired behaviours, beliefs, values, law, custom which are
shared by and transmitted among the members of the society

Endogamy:

marrying within one’s own group like caste and class
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Primary Group:

small, informal groups of people who are closest to us

Quasi Group:

a social group is unaware or less aware about their existence

Reference Group:

groups to which an individual compares herself

Secondary Group:

larger and more impersonal groups that are task-focused and
time limited

Social Group:

any collection of at least two people who interact with some
frequency and who share some sense of aligned identity

2.11

CHECK YOUR PROGRESS: ANSWER KEYS

Ans to Q1:

A social group is distinct from an aggregate. An aggregate is simply a
collection of anonymous people who happen to be at the same place at the
same time such as the viewers at a cinema hall, shoppers at a market, a
crowd, etc. But a social group has an enduring social existence with set
goals, set patterns of behaviour and a feeling of group solidarity.

Ans to Q2: A category is a collection of people sharing characteristics like education,
social status, physical characteristics, etc.
Ans to Q3: Family is an example of Primary group.
Ans to Q4: Relationships among the members in a Secondary group are indirect,
impersonal and non-inclusive. It is temporary rather than long lasting.
Ans to Q5: Unorganized groups are not permanent but temporary in nature.
Ans to Q6: Voluntary groups are those whose membership is not mandatory – one
may join it or may not join it but Involuntary groups are those whose
membership is compulsory.
Ans to Q7: a) enculturation

b) ethnocentrism

Ans to Q8:When popular culture is shaped by the mass media, distributed and
marketed, it is mass culture. Mass culture becomes possible only with
modern communication and electronic media.
2.12

MODEL QUESTIONS

A) Short Questions (Answer each question in about 150 words)
Q1: What are the characteristics of a Social Group?
Q2: Distinguish between In-group and Out-group.
Q3: What is Reference group?
Q4: Define culture. Describe its nature.
Q5. What are the various types of culture?
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B) Long Questions (Answer each question in about 300-500 words)
Q1:
Q2:
Q3.
Q4.

Explain the characteristics of Primary Group.
Distinguish between Primary and Secondary Group.
“Culture is a complex whole.” Discuss.
“The relation between culture and personality is one of interaction and
interdependence.” Explain.
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3.1

INTRODUCTION

In this unit, we have covered the concept of role as a dynamic aspect of status. This
unit follows the one on social structure. We have indicated how roles have been
classified. We also describe roles in both simple and complex system. Next, the
dimensions of role are taken up. These include a discussion of multiple roles and role
set, role signs and role changing, role conflict and role structure. Finally, we examine
the use of role theory.
3.2

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After reading this unit, you should be able to:
 explain the concept of role;
 describe various models of classifying roles;
 discuss the notions of the multiple roles and role-set;
 describe role signs and role changing;
 explain role conflict and role strain; and
 discuss how role theory can be used in sociological research.
 Understand the concept status and its types
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3.3

ROLE: MEANING AND DEFINITION

The concept of Role is related to the concept of status. While status is a position in the
society, role is the dynamic or the behavioral aspect of status. While status is occupied,
the role is played. A status, thus, serves as the means of identifying a role. In other
words, the status enables one to identify the behaviour expected of a person in a
particular situation and to act accordingly. Ralph Linton, a sociologist who contributed
to the theory of Role has perceived role as the expression of the prescribed and static
behavioural expectations of a status. Role is viewed as a manifestation of normative
behaviour contained in the status. Status provides guidelines to behaviour.
Robert Bierstedt defines role as the “dynamic and behavioural aspect of status…A role
is what an individual does in the status he occupies.”
According to Ogburn and Nimkoff, role is a “set of socially expected and approved
behaviour patterns consisting of both duties and privileges, associated with a
particular position in a group.”
Kingsley Davis states that a role is “the manner in which a person actually carries out
the requirements of his position.”
R. K. Merton added a new dimension to the concept of role. The prevailing view was
that one status carried only one role. But Merton stated that a person occupying a status
interacts with not only one category of person but several different categories. A person
in a status, thus, has relations with several role partners. “A complement of role
relationships in which personsare involved by virtue of occupying a particular social
status” is defined by Merton as ‘role set’. For example, a person in the status of a school
teacher has to play different roles in reference to his pupils, his colleagues, parents of
the pupils, the school board members etc.
Role set: From the concept, statuses set we came to know that a single person can have
different statuses in different context. In each context along with the statuses, an
individual will be allotted some roles. Thus, role set refers to the sum total of all roles
which an individual occupying different statuses play.
Role conflict: One individual may be a member of different groups and sub-groups. In
each group, the individual is given some status and accordingly, he or she is expected
to play some role for the effective functioning of the group. Now role conflict occurs
when the individual’s role in one group is incompatible with the roles, he or she is
supposed in play in the other groups. For example : A and B are brothers (belonging to
one group/family). But they are also members of other groups like A is a police office
and therefore his role is to punish criminals. Now B, for some reason got engaged into
criminal activity. In such a situation, A might experience a role conflict. If A protects
B then it goes against the role of a police officer and if A punishes B, his role as a
brother/family member might come under scrutiny sometimes.
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3.3.1 Classification Of Roles
Various methods of classifying roles have been used by sociologists. We are here
concerned with classifications of roles in terms of social status.
1. Ascribed and Achieved Roles
According to Linton roles can be divided into:
i)
Ascribed roles
ii)
Achieved roles
The ascribed roles are those obtained at birth. Here role learning commences at birth
itself. Such learning pertains to one’s caste, class, family, gender and so on. Each caste,
for example, has its own set of rituals to be performed at the birth of a child, who is
subjected to various ceremonial procedures at every stage of growing-up. Achieved
roles are acquired by individuals through merit and competition. Thus, this method of
classification is based on the way that roles are allocated.
2. Relational and Non-relational Roles
Nadel (1957) adopted the principle of content (i.e., the kind of conduct expected) of
roles and divided them, like Linton, into two categories of ascribed-achieved roles. He
further subdivided them into relational and non-relational roles. A relational role can
be played only in relation to a complementary role, while non-relational role is not
dependent on a complementary role. A husband’s role cannot be perceived without the
wife’s role. Similarly a creditor’s role is inconceivable without a debtor. Thus, these
can be taken as examples of relational roles. On the other hand, the examples of the
role of a poet or a scholar do not require a complementary role, in the sense that a poet
does not have to interact with others for writing poetry. Thus, such roles can be
described as non-relational. Nadel’s classification is based mainly on the conduct that
is implied in them. Thus, role differentiation for Nadel indicated to what extent holding
of one role, is independent of holding or relating to other roles.

Check Your Progress 3.1
Note:
I.
II.

Use the space given for your answer.
Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this unit.

Q.1 Write a note on the concept of role. Use about five lines for your answer.
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
Q.2 Is there only one valid way of classifying roles? Use two lines for your answer.
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………

33

3.3.2 Dimensions of Roles
Now, we look at various aspects of the concept of role. First, we speak of the array of
roles that an individual may perform, and then we discuss the different role
relationships which make up a role-set. Similarly, we discuss the array of role sign,
changing of roles, role conflict and strain.

1. Multiple Roles and Role-set
It is important to realise that one person can occupy more than one role. For example,
in the area of kinship alone, one cannot avoid holding many roles at the same time. Try
to count how many kinship roles you occupy. In the modern times, we find that people
have several roles in other areas of social life than kinship. For example, besides being
a son/daughter, brother/sister, husband/wife, father/mother etc., you are an IGNOU
student, the citizen of your nation, and you may be occupying many other roles of
various types. Occupying of many roles is given the term multiple roles. Of these
multiple roles, some are played together while others are separated. Similarly, some
may be carried out in a sequence and other over many years. It is quite common to
observe the situation of intra-role conflict, because often a person occupying several
roles faces opposite expectations in different role sectors. While playing one role, a
person is linked with many ‘role-others’. According to Merton (1968-84), these ‘roleothers’ with regard to a particular person form his/her role-set. Merton distinguishes
this idea of role-set from multiple roles, which are several roles of the same person. A
role-set, on the other hand, refers to ‘role others’ in relation to a person playing a role.
For example, a student of OSOU will carry on his/her role (as a student) in relation to
specific ‘role-others’ such as the counsellor, fellow students, the librarian, the
audio/video operator, the peon at the study-centre. Thus, in relation to a student, all
these are ‘role-others’ from role-set. The following diagrams clearly show the
difference between multiple roles and a role-set.

2. Role Signs
The area of role signs is a vast topic and here we will touch only the main points. In all
cultures across the world, we find that costume is basic as a role sign that differentiates
males from females. Why is this case? This is because these role signs serve as an
indicator of differences between men and women. Their roles are also different in the
social organisation. Thus a role sign tells us more about a person or group. Just as a
broken window is sign of violence and a wasted appearance a sign of ill health, a dress
can serve as a sign of a role. There are some roles which have more signs while in other
cases role signs are few or not at all. Let us consider a situation where all role signs are
removed: the general takes off his uniform, and the policeman follows suit. Men start
wearing skirts and saris and ladies pants and coats! What would be the result? Basic
information would become muddled up. It would take a long time to find out the
fundamental information. Thus role signs provide a better means of conveying
information than does verbal communication. It would also become difficult to know
what good conduct is, as the examples in daily life will be difficult to follow. Thus,
role signs further communication as well as control. According to Banton (1965: 68992) signs of various roles can be usefully described in terms of basic, general and
independent roles.
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3. Role Changing
To change roles is often very difficult. The person must know the rights and obligations
concerning new roles. He or she must change his/her behaviour accordingly. Other
people also have to change their roles towards him/her. Role change, therefore, can be
problematic. Let us consider the above with the help of some examples. In almost all
tribal societies childhood and adulthood are comparatively difficult. A youth, unable to
pass his initiation test, is in a bad position. He may never be able to marry if he lives
among the Bushmen! Thus, role changing here is a must if negative sanctions are to be
avoided. Take another example. In an industrial society which changes rapidly, role
models themselves undergo change. None of them can be followed uncritically. There
is no ready way in which role change can be made. Let us consider adulthood. This
implies readiness for marriage. ‘This involves a role change. It is also a fact which
alters social relations. All these require alteration of role behaviour by husband, wife,
relations and friends. In marriage, the bride undergoes a greater change since it is often
a time of extreme emotional changes for her. She may have to leave her home and go
to the place where her husband lives. Finally, a word about retirement and death.
Retirement tends to be an individual event. Further there is a sense of loss and despair.
This comes from being jerked out of a particular routine. What follows is a lack of
routine. This can be very disorienting, and it takes a person time to pick up the threads.
Death itself is a period of adjustment for the widow/widower and others. They will now
have to take on more responsibilities. Role changes often take long and tend to be a
period of frustrating adjustments.

4. Role Conflict and Strain
Society is structured in a manner that keeps conflict of roles down to a minimum.
However, there are occasions that individuals have to play rather incompatible roles.
For example, stepfather and stepson, or the role of divided loyalties between two
employers. Such situations cause role conflict to increase. Role-conflict comes when
commitment is divided between two or more roles. As a result, usually the overall
performance suffers. Role strain occurs in case of situations where a person does not
fit into the slot given to him/her. Thus, if a woman is physically mature but does not
marry we have role strain. If a woman marries but is sterile, this again creates role
strain. The position is very difficult for a barren woman. She cannot lead the life of an
ordinary wife. Among the Nuer of Sudan, she can become a diviner or a trader. She is
considered to be almost a man. Again, among the Hindus, the spinster creates role
strain. In some communities, this is reduced by marrying her to a tree or a fruit. The
small number of roles in society also creates strains. There are customs, therefore,
which reduce these strains in an innocuous manner. One such device is the festival or
carnival which takes place each year. Ranks are forgotten and everybody intermingles.
Role adjustment is more difficult in tribal and peasant societies. In industrial societies
the chances of acceptance of roles that do not go into a slot are much larger. However,
strain does exist whenever a role faces the problems of choice and adjustment.
3.3.3 Use of Role Theory
The concept of role has been applied in sociological analyses of various dimensions of
social life. As we record changes in the notions and expectations around particular roles
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we arrive at the process of social changes. Similarly, in studying role relationships, we
focus our attention at the complex nature of organizational links in social life. Here we
point out some of such applications of role-theory in sociological research. Both
functionalists and Interactionists use this concept. The functionalists view roles as the
culturally defined behavior which is linked with particular social statuses. For them,
roles are determined by social values, norms and attitudes. The Interactionists believe
that the sense of self comes fully through interaction. They emphasize that we learn
meanings by interacting with others, and then organize our social life around these
meanings. They lay special stress on the interaction aspect than the social role aspect.
They discuss roles in terms of individual choices and interpretation of one’s roles.
Both the schools of sociological thought increase our understanding of the concept of
role, and each perspective can be used advantageously in different ways. Social roles
patterned either flexibly or rigidly, are better explained in terms of functionalist
approach. The roles, attached to positions with a wide range of feelings, beliefs and
behaviour can be fully discussed in terms of interactive view of role. Thus, we find that
both approaches are useful.

Check Your Progress 3.2
Note:
I.
II.

Use the space given for your answer.
Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this unit.

Q.3 What is a role sign? Comment in about five lines.
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
Q.4 Role change requires only a different dress. (Yes/No)
………………………………………………………………………………………
Q.5 What is role strain? Use about three lines for your answer.
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………

3.4

STATUS: MEANING AND DEFINITION

Society lays down different social positions and with each position some defined rights
and duties are assigned. We occupy these positions and act accordingly. Such social
positions with defined rights and duties associated with it are called Status. Your
mother occupies the status of a mother in reference to you and to your siblings. In
reference to your father, she occupies the status of a wife. When you go shopping with
your friend, you occupy the status of a friend in relation to your friend, but when you
reach the shop and get to shopping, you occupy the status of customer in relation to the
shop keeper. Each status has some expected modes of behaviour associated with it.
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These behaviours include rights and responsibilities. A particular status also provides
the required resources needed to perform the responsibilities. For example: in order to
effectively perform the role of a parent, one needs certain resources in the form of
command over the time of child. These differences of behaviour differentiate the
statuses into various kinds. Statuses are institutionalized social positions.
According to Kingsley Davis, “status is a position in the general institutional system,
recognized and supported by the entire society.”
Duncan Mitchell defines status as “the position occupied by a person family, or kinship
group in a social system relative to others. This determines rights, duties and other
behaviours, including the nature and extent of the relationships with persons of other
statuses.”
3.4.1 Characteristics of Status
The characteristics of status are mentioned below:
 Status is a position in the society.
 Each status has defined modes of behaviour having rights and duties assigned
to it.
 A status is in reference to other status. Statuses interact in the society.
 A person may hold various statuses at the same time or at different times.
 Society lays down statuses. Social statuses are governed by norms.
 Individuals in society occupy these statuses.
As statuses are laid down by society and individuals occupy them, Society enables
everyone to know what is expected of him or her in the society. This enables some
degree of understanding and interaction in the society. Statuses, thus, provide some
degree of social stability and social order.
3.4.2 Types of Status
Ralph Linton has divided statuses into two types based on the nature of how an
individual can come to occupy a status in society. These are ‘ascribed’ and ‘achieved’.
 Ascribed Status: These statuses are based on characteristics that persons are
born with or born into and have no choice or control over it. Age and sex are
two such characteristics a person is born with. Also being born into a family or
a kinship group, an ethnic group, gender immediately ascribes one’s status. The
moment you are born into a family, you occupy the status of a child to the
parents you are born to and you have no choice over it. If you are born a male,
you will occupy the status of a son or if a girl then the status of a daughter. Taste
Status is also ascribed. Caste system is one of the general forms of social
organisation which ascribes different status to people by birth. Once you are
born into a caste, you cannot change the caste in the Hindu Social Organisation
 Achieved Status: This status is based on characteristics which an individual
come to achieve in life and thus has some control and choice over it. For
example, choosing to study particular subjects by an individual will make
him/her a student. It is a status that a person comes to attain in some ways
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through his/her own efforts and choice. For example, Lawyer, Teacher, Doctor
etc.
 Status Set: It is another concept that means the sum total of all the statuses that
a person occupies. You must be occupying a number of statuses at this time,
like that of a student, friend, son or daughter, a sibling, cousin, citizen of India
etc. All these together comprise your status set.
ACTIVITY 3.1
Make a list of 10 of all the statuses that you are occupying these days. Try to include
both ascribed and achieved statuses
……………………………………………………………………………………….
…………………………………………………………………………………..........
.......…………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
3.5

REWARDS AND PUNISHMENT ASSOCIATED WITH ROLE AND
STATUS

In every society, one is ranked according to the kind of role he or she is playing and
how they are performing their role. For example: the role of a student is to study
regularly and complete the assignments given to them in proper time. If the students
perform these roles effectively, they are awarded with good marks. Again in every
society, some ‘roles’ are considered more difficult and important. Therefore, they get
a higher status in society. People having higher status are generally rewarded more in
society. However, it is the society which defines which task is more important. For
example: ancient tribal societies had to continuously fight with others in order to protect
their tribe from enemies as well animals. Therefore, the warriors who were able to kill
more enemies were given a higher status in society. They were also given rewards in
the form of land, valuable items of daily use etc. Similarly, when one does not perform
the role assigned to him or her efficiently, then the society has provisions to punish the
person.
3.6

LET US SUM UP









Status is a position in the society.
Each status has defined modes of behaviour having rights and duties assigned
to it.
A status is in reference to other status. Statuses interact in the society.
A person may hold various statuses at the same time or at different times.
Society lays down statuses. Social statuses are governed by norms.
Those statuses which are based on traits which a person is born with or born
with are called ascribed status.
Individuals do not have much control over the ascribed status.
Those statuses which the individuals earn by their hard work and dedication is
called achieved status.
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3.7

Role consists of the socially expected and approved behavior pattern to be
performed by an individual.
Role set refers to the sum total of all roles which an individual occupying
different statuses play.
Role conflict occurs when a person’s one role contradicts with others
role/roles.
Every role and status is associated with some kind of award and punishment.
GLOSSARY

Achieved roles:

These are roles, which are gained by personal efforts, such
as a General in the army, Prime Minister in a democracy

Ascribed roles:

In these types of roles, birth is the basic influence. For example,
being born in a certain caste will imply certain role behaviors
e.g., a priest’s son will train to be a priest
the social status a person is assigned at birth
the social Status acquired on the basis of merit, skills,
knowledge, abilities and so on

Ascribed Status:
Achieved Status:

Multiple role:

This indicates the fact that every man or woman has to play
different roles in different situations. For example, a teacher in
the school; a worshipper in the temple

Role:

This is a combination of rights and duties. It is the dynamic
aspect of status

Role-other:

A role-other is a person with whom a person interacts while
performing a role

Role-set:

Here the multi-links of a single role in a single situation are
highlighted.
These arise when a person is not able to fully play a role assigned
to him or her

Role signs:

3.8

CHECK YOUR PROGRESS: ANSWER KEYS

Ans to Q.1

Ans to Q. 2

Ans to Q.3

Individuals have different positions in social life. For example, being a
managing director of a company or an editor in a publishing house. Such
positions are called statuses. A status is, therefore, a set of rights and
duties. When a person is enacting these, a person is performing a role.
No, there are more than one way of classifying roles. One can give at
least four different ways of classifying them. Each of this classification
has been developed for a specific aim.
Role signs give pointers to differences between roles. For example,
dresses/costumes differentiate between men and women. Role signs tell
us, for example, more about the role of a person.
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Ans to Q.4
Ans to Q.5

3.9

No
Role strain results when the incumbent of a role cannot properly play it.
For example, a lady police officer may find it difficult to handle
criminals on the one hand and behave in a lady like manner otherwise,
as generally a lady of a good family is expected to behave.

MODEL QUESTIONS

A)

Short Question (Answer each question in about 150 words)
Q1: What do you understand by role? What is the relation between roles and
rewards?
Q2: Is caste an ascribed status or achieved status?

B)

Long Question (Answer each question in about 150-300 word).
Q1: What is the significance of status in a society? What are the different
types of status? Discuss briefly.

3.10
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