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CHAPTER 4: 

 

SOCIALIZATION:  the process of social interaction through which 
people acquire personality and lifestyle.   

 

             Gary Payne 2010 
A Mursi tribe woman stands patiently for a photo in the rain near Ethiopia’s border with Uganda. 
Could “free will” or “choice” explain the differences between her lifestyle and yours? 

 

Ten days into a punishing road trip through the remote Omo Valley of Ethiopia, sick from 
dust, exhaust fumes and bad water, Mary and I had begun to have some serious doubts 
about the wisdom of our trip.  But our complaints quickly faded when we finally made 
contact with the Mursi tribe, one of the most isolated and interesting human communities 
on Earth.   
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The differences between us could not have been sharper.  Some of the Mursi men wore 
no clothing other than jewelry, feathers or paint pigments derived from plants or mineral 
soils.  They were rather tall, trim and seemed quite strong and somewhat fierce in 
personality.  The women all wore numerous bracelets of beads or metal.  They tied a cloth 
around their abdomens.   
 
But the most unique and striking aspect of the Mursi women was the large fired-clay lip 
disc that painted a unique and mysterious image in the minds of foreigners nine time 
zones from home.  Some of the women wore discs in their ear lobes as well.  By making a 
careful single cut below their lower lip or in the center of their ear lobes, and by gradually 
stretching the freed lower lip or lobe, they created an elastic loop which fit into a groove in 
the clay disc.  The skin on the rest of their bodies was adorned with patterns of tiny cone-
shaped bumps created by tiny intentional infections they had cultivated and engineered to 
produce the desired artistic pattern. 
 
The Mursi live self-sustainably, outside of any government support, completely 
independent from the modern world.   They live geographically in what the map makers 
consider to be extreme southern Ethiopia.  But the Mursi do not recognize these borders 
drawn a century ago by European invaders.  The Mursi religion is animist.  They sense the 
presence of spirits in all living creatures, animals and even in plants.  There is much 
cooperation and sharing in their social lives, although the men perform some stick-fighting 
rituals to win the right to take a female mate. 
 

How can we explain the vast differences between us and the Mursi?  And how can we 
explain the amazing similarities within the Mursi people - or similarities within our nation’s 
population?  After all, the Mursi were not born with a physical need for lip discs or infection 
bumps anymore than we were born with a need for tattoos or blue jeans.  It’s illogical to 
think that free will determines the behavior of individuals.  After all, what are the chances 
that nearly every woman in the Mursi community would just, by chance, happen to choose 
a lip disc body ornament? 
 
From a sociological point of view, the Mursi religion, their behavior and even their thoughts 
- like our own - were pre-determined by a history and socialization process that existed 
before any of us were born.  The lip disc tradition was an adaptation to the slave trade.  
Mursi women disfigured their faces to lower their value to the slavers.  However, they also 
wished to appear beautiful to their mates, and the lip disc was used by some Mursi 
women to regain a quality of attractiveness.  It gradually became a tradition and was 
passed on to their daughters long after the slave trade finally ended.  Thus, the Mursi’s 
unique history created unique traditions and behaviors that have endured.  The passing of 
traditions to the next generation is the process of socialization, a primary focus of 
sociological research. 
 
Socialization is the process of social interaction through which people acquire 
personality and lifestyle.  This chapter explains how the socialization process produces 
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the vast behavioral similarities in people within cultures and vast differences in people 
between cultures on planet Earth. 
 
  
THE DEBATE OVER NATURE vs. NURTURE:   HOW IS THE "SELF" CREATED? 

  
A classic debate has raged for more than a century. How is personality (the "self”) 
created?  This controversy is referred to as the “Nature vs. Nurture” debate.  The 
“Nature” side advocates claim that individuals have an internal ability to create their own 
“self,” to make personal choices and to have free will, based perhaps on a person’s soul 
or unique genetic design.  The “Nurture” side advocates (sociologists and anthropologists 
in particular) claim that external influences like learning through socialization in our most 
intimate groups and surrounding cultural influences determine our self.  Below, evidence 
is examined from both perspectives. 
  
The "Nature" Side of the Argument 
Do you think you created your personality by your own free will?  If so, you can count on 
getting a lot of support from Western cultural traditions for your belief.  That is because - 
especially in the USA – faith in the individual’s ability to determine her or his “self” is very 
strong indeed.   It fits into our traditions, the Christian tradition in particular, that we make 
personal choices to be either good or bad, holy or sinful, right or wrong, believers or non-
believers.  The concept of going to heaven - or hell - makes no sense without it.  For if 
YOU as an individual are not the creator of your own behavior, what is the point of the 
reward of heaven, or the punishment of hell?  The Nature view of personality development 
is widely accepted in the USA.  Our economic, religious and criminal justice systems are 
deeply rooted in it. 
  

Therefore, the Nature argument has become a “moral imperative” for our society.  That is, 
free will must be the main driver of behavior or our social system is based on a faulty 
foundation.  Moral imperatives do not count as proof in scientific debates, however.  In the 
last century, “Nature” proponents began to shift their argument.  Instead of merely 
focusing on free will (a philosophical or a religious argument), they looked for some 
scientific backing.  Proponents of the Nature argument began to suggest that our genetic 
makeup is the main determinant of personality.  After all, it is an undisputed scientific fact 
that genes greatly influence our height, hair color, and countless other hereditary physical 
characteristics of humans and other animals.  Perhaps genes are shaping our personality 
too?   
   
But how could we measure the power of genetic makeup on our personalities?  Science 
requires evidence.  One way in which the effect of genes might be tested would be to 
study identical human twins (having identical genes) that had been separated at birth to 
see if – despite being raised in different social environments – they still behaved similarly.  
If so, then genes would appear to be powerful determinants of personality. 
Over several decades, studies of twins separated at birth have been compared to see if 
genes could be consistently relied on to determine behavior.  The answer is no.  Although 
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some studies seem to show striking similarities between separated twins, others do not.[1] 
 From a scientific point of view, outcomes that cannot be reproduced reliably (“replicated”) 
by different gatherers of data do not carry much weight, and would not be taken very 
seriously.   
 
But the moral, political and economic implications of this debate are so emotionally 
charged that some - on both sides – tend to focus on particular studies that support their 
beliefs, and ignore others.  This is not good science, but some scientists can be overcome 
by their biases too.  Happily, the scientific method weeds these errors out through further 
study and peer review.  But these processes take time.  
 

                               Gary Payne 2013 
 
This very young man has been socialized into two cultural worlds at once, he is clothed in the symbols of his 
Ojibwe upbringing. But this pow-wow at the Mille Lacs reservation includes plenty of patriotic symbolism and 
rituals from the larger nation surrounding it. 
 
Sadly, the Nature argument has been used by certain of its proponents to encourage 
some of the most wretched events in human history [2].  In some form or another, the 
belief in innate qualities (internal and/or inherited as, for example, biological 
characteristics) of certain groups have been used to justify slavery, racism, segregation, 
genocide, war, colonialism and the toleration of extreme poverty in the midst of plenty.  
Whenever innate qualities were used to rank people in a hierarchy of separate categories, 
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the question became:  Why not allow the exploitation of certain groups, if they are not fully 
human in the same sense that we are?  Our own nation’s Constitution set this precedent 
by counting black slaves as only three-fifths human, an unfortunate example of systemic 
racism in those times. 
 
However, it would be incorrect to assume there is absolutely no connection between 
genetic makeup and personality.  Enough evidence has been gathered to demonstrate 
that some connection exists.  It is only the strength of this connection that is still in 
dispute.  Luckily for humanity, the connection between genes and personality appears 
very weak compared to the influence of Nurture, so there is no rational reason or 
justification to discriminate against any racial or ethnic group. 
  
The "Nurture" Side of the Argument 
Sociologists consider learning through socialization to be - by far - the main 
determinant of our individual personalities.  They point to evidence that suggests we are 
who we are because of how we are nurtured in the social world around us.  That is, the 
unique mix of groups that we belong to and the particular cultural institutions encircling us 
shape us into the unique personalities we become.   
  
Few of us question that our families, friends and churches and schools influence our 
behavior.  The difficulty comes when social scientists suggest that nurture is by far the 
main determinant of personality.  It violates the “moral imperative” noted earlier and 
makes individuals feel as though they are merely empty vessels into which this nurture is 
poured, as if our personal choices and other innate qualities are irrelevant.  That really 
rubs against grain of our ancient religious and philosophical traditions. 
  
But science is not about feeling comfortable, confirming traditions or supporting that which 
some people wish were true.  It is about discovering what really is true whether we like it 
or not.  And the evidence we are about to examine suggests that these social and cultural 
influences outside the individual are indeed the primary determinants of almost all aspects 
of personality.  That is to say, the Nurture side of the debate is heavily supported by the 
weight of scientific evidence. 
 
How could we measure the power of nurture on personality?  One way would be to 
observe a human being that had experienced an absence of nurture.  Of course, it would 
be cruel to deprive someone of the opportunity of nurture, to force someone to live in 
isolation from birth without the benefit of an upbringing that included love, social 
interaction and education. The good news is that such an experiment is not necessary.  
The bad news is that it has already been done, inadvertently, by dysfunctional parents and 
also at some very poorly organized orphanages. 
 

In the 1940s, sociologist Kingsley Davis was the first to report on the tragic cases of 
children whose parents had failed to provide the nurture necessary to create a normal 
personality.[3]  These cases of children did not involve total isolation, but years of almost 
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solitary confinement because the parents rarely revealed their existence to the outside 
world.  The children were hidden in basements or attics, for example. 
 
In the famous case of Anna, the mere fact that she had been born “illegitimate” resulted in 
her imprisonment in an attic, where she had minimal physical care and very little human 
interaction.  When she was discovered by the outside world at the age of six, she could 
not talk, walk, feed herself or control her bowels appropriately.  Content to lie in her own 
feces, Anna was expressionless and indifferent to every human being.  She died at the 
age of eleven, having reached only the social skills of a child of two.  Davis noted that her 
pathetic condition “shows how little her biological (innate) resources …could contribute to 
making her a whole person.” 
  
Virtually all cases of children isolated from birth confirm that nurture – loving 
interaction – is an absolute necessity for the development of human personality.  
There are no cases in which children raised themselves from birth.  The longer a child is 
separated from humans, and the more severe the separation is, the greater is the damage 
done.  Likewise, the shorter or less severe a period of isolation is, the lesser the damage 
to children in these studies. Social isolation has profound effects on adults as well.  
Solitary confinement is officially considered “cruel” by our judicial system for good reason.  
But in the case of an incarcerated adult placed in solitary confinement, the individual has 
at least already had the benefit of passing earlier through some human contact.  For 
infants, socialization is everything. 
 

                    Orla Kenton 
 

This picture was not posed.  My son often imitated me, as I imitated my own father.  These interactions - or the 
absence of them – shape the personalities of every young child in the most profound ways. 
   
Rene Spitz broadened the known range of impairment through social isolation by studying 
children raised in badly understaffed orphanages in 1945.[4]  Although the physical needs 
of these orphaned children were met in terms of feeding and sanitary care, the staff was 
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spread too thin to enable them to regularly hold or interact meaningfully with each child.  
Spitz found that these children were emotionally devastated by their experience, showing 
a much higher than expected rate of personality disorders, and a dramatic increase in 
their rate of mortality.  Sadly, after they left the orphanage, their problems persisted. 
  
A more extreme and exacting study was performed by psychologist Harry Harlow on 
rhesus monkeys, in which the effects of raising young monkeys in absolutely total isolation 
could be observed.[5]   Harlow put newborn monkeys in isolation with just two items in 
their cage:  a wire-covered feeding bottle, and a carpeted piece of wood with a crude face.  
The young monkeys clung to the soft carpet whenever they were not feeding, suggesting 
an unfulfilled desire for intimate contact.  When, as adults, these monkeys were later 
brought back into an environment with normal monkeys, the previously-isolated monkeys 
were unable to interact, would not mate, and if artificially impregnated, would not care for 
their offspring.   
 
Monkeys are not humans, so we must view this last piece of evidence more as support of 
previous findings than as perfect proof of the influence of nurture on humankind.  Many 
feel that these tests (which have since been replicated successfully over and over) are 
cruel and unnecessary, given that the scientific evidence already had demonstrated the 
powerful effect of nurture on personality long ago.  I agree with that point of view, but it 
would not help to ignore what was learned from the suffering of these young monkeys, so 
I have included the findings here. 
 
The evidence cited here in this text - and we have only scratched its surface - suggests 
that humans, like other primates, are profoundly social animals.  Without each other to 
socialize with, we are helpless hulks of flesh and bone.  By comparison, biology and free 
will explain very little about our personalities. 
  
The effect of nurture doesn’t explain everything about human behavior either.  We need 
not embrace the extreme position that innate qualities and free will are completely 
irrelevant.  It seems fair to say that the creation of our identities are heavily dominated by 
an individual’s surrounding social influences, but with a dash of biology and a wee bit of 
free will tossed in.   
 
Sociologists seek to increase the human potential for free will.  I have noted that students 
and others that come to recognize the powerful influence of culture and socialization on 
the “self” are often eager to rethink their own concept of self as well as their perspective 
on humanity.  They seek more control over their individual lives.  But that requires a 
reckoning with the awesome power of the external social environment to shape us.  Not 
everyone is up to the task. 
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Children from the USA are far more likely to be casualties in military combat as adults than children in other 
nations.  Is that because it is their “nature?”  Or is it a learned response to militaristic cultural institutions that 
surround and shape them at an early age?  Sociologists suggest it’s the latter. 
 
 
THE AGENTS OF SOCIALIZATION 
  

Socialization generally takes place in five major social contexts that compete with 
each other for influence:   

1. Family  
2. Schools 
3. Religious group 

4. Mass media 

5. Peer group 
Sociologists refer to these five contexts as the “agents of socialization,” for these 
are the gatherings in which personalities and social ideas are formed. 
 
The Family 

In the last century, the traditional family has experienced a dizzying downward spiral of 
collapsing integrity and fading influence.  Yet for many of us the family is still the most 
powerful agent of individual socialization.  While parents only maintain overall control of 
their children for about five years – at which point the other agents begin to take over – the 
first years of life are the most crucial for personality development.  The setting of self-
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esteem levels, the development of emotional potential, and the internalization of the basic 
values and norms of parents are fixed in this early period.[6] 
 
Whatever behavioral characteristics are found in the family environment are likely to show 
up later in the lives of the family’s children.  If a child is raised in a loving and stable family 
environment, the chances are good that a similar healthy family can be reproduced by the 
child for her/himself at adulthood.  But negative traits are likely to transfer through family 
learning as well:  child abuse, smoking, alcoholism and criminal behavior.  In fact, the 
educational attainment and social class background of a family is the best predictor of the 
child’s educational attainment and social class in the child’s adult future. 
  
One century ago, divorce was a rare event.  A family context usually included both 
parents, at least one of the grandparents, and sometimes more distant family members.  
The number of children per family was triple today’s standards.  This was the extended 
family.   Fifty years later, the effect of urbanization and specialization had created the 
nuclear family, which typically included only two parents and a few children.  Children 
had been viewed as a family asset when they could work on the farm.  But in the city, 
children were more of an economic liability, so parents gradually chose to decrease family 
size.  The trend continued throughout the last century. 
  
Today, the family is undergoing redefinition once again.  About half of marriages in the 
USA now end in divorce, and the average number of children per woman has been 
reduced to 1.8, which is slightly below replacement level.  Far fewer adult members per 
household amounts to a loss of critical economic and emotional support options for 
children.  Youth today often have to seek out radically new “family” structures with 
whoever can add to the security and economic support in their lives.   
  
Sometimes this means living for long periods with friends or roommates, joining an inner-
city youth gang, living in group homes, residing in homeless shelters, or forming 
“intentional communities” of like-minded people.  Thus, sociologists today can only cling to 
a vague definition of what constitutes a family – a somewhat permanent group of 
persons related by ancestry, marriage, adoption, values or merely acquaintance, 
who live together and form an economic unit which may include taking care of their 
young.  That is a pretty loose definition, but it’s realistic today. 
  
That definition would not be acceptable to many who wish for the nuclear or even 
extended family to reappear, and who would not want a youth gang – for example - to be 
defined as a family.  But sociologists cannot ignore that a fundamental shift away from the 
traditional family forms is already well established, whether we like it or not. 
  
Families are about support.  The fate of families is the future fate of the society.  Most 
modern democratic nations support families better than in the USA, especially in the areas 
of education, daycare, health care and housing.  The stress on our nation’s families at the 
present time is difficult to overstate.  Statistics demonstrate that families today are prone 
to a very high level of chaos in which millions of our citizens are neglected or physically 
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abused each year.  This often leads children to become runaways.  In 2021, the Biden 
administration doubled the Child Tax Credit, drastically reducing child poverty during the 
Covid-19 pandemic.  This temporary family support is helping families survive but likely 
will not become standard policy.  
 
The School 
Large modern schools, with classes separated by age group, were an invention of the 
20th century.  Previously, most children had been educated within the family home, or by 
neighbors or clergy that held values similar to the parents.  The opposite has been true 
now for several decades.  Our children are now educated most often by complete 
strangers in an impersonal bureaucratic environment that in some ways resembles a 
factory.  Adding to the feeling of impersonality in the USA are large class sizes, 
approaching double the size found in Europe or Japan, for example.   
 
Children in the USA spend far more waking hours in school and on buses than in the 
presence of parents.  For children involved in after-school activities, the effect was greater 
still.  School attendance is mandatory; parents withholding children from the system lose 
legal custody of their offspring if they do not home-school.  Modern families are so 
beleaguered that most have not objected to the growing influence of schools on their 
children’s socialization. In fact, many parents found it difficult to manage their lives when 
children were forced by the pandemic to shelter at home.  
 
Schools do a lot more than merely transmit knowledge.  Schools in every culture engage 
in at least some level of indoctrination of the children into the patriotic personalities 
desired by the nation state.  In the USA a fierce battle continues over which embarrassing 
events in history should be censored in public schools. 
 
Automatic obedience to authority is stressed through countless demonstrations of 
discipline by teachers and school administrators.  Some students rebel against this 
control, and some drop out under the pressure.  But all students absorb at least a basic 
awareness of the obedience that will be expected of them in relationships with officialdom, 
and later, in their future employment.  In short, school introduces children to the wider 
cultural machine they were born into. 
 
This shaping of personality – unrelated to the teaching of pure knowledge – is often 
referred to as the “hidden curriculum.”  The Pledge of Allegiance, for example, is a classic 
common chant ritual in our society, as is the 23rd Psalm and The Lord’s Prayer in religious 
contexts.  The use of these chants unites the chanters, and also encourages their lifelong 
loyalty to the institutions from which the chants emerge. 
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                Gary Payne 2004 
Socialization even determines when children are not supposed to act normally.  Above example: during 
Halloween rituals and (below) at Pagwah ceremonies in Suriname where children in school are expected to run 
wild and chase each other with splashes of colored talc powder. 
 

             Gary Payne 2012 
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The books, worksheets and other materials used by schools today are focused more than 
ever on the history, values and goals of the nation rather than their family, community, 
city, or state.  This should help to homogenize the society’s perspective on life.  But, on 
the other hand, it could be seen as is a change that encourages almost universal 
allegiance to the nation-state.  It is crucial for each generation to study the historic errors 
of the nation to ensure that these mistakes are not repeated.  
 
Religious Group 
The “sacred” aspect of religion gives it an advantage as an agent of socialization.  It would 
be difficult to find a more motivating influence on human behavior than regular attendance 
in religious services. So many religious institutions are involved in community service that 
it would be hard to imagine life without them in the USA. The moral glue that the early 
forms of religion created centuries ago appears to still be an important part of the 
foundation of today’s social order.  It is usually recognized as positive force. 
 
Although not everyone attends formal religious gatherings, no one on our planet 
completely escapes the influence of religious belief.  The traditions, laws and behavioral 
norms of every society have been carefully measured and shaped over time by whatever 
religions have dominated a given territory.  Everyone inside these borders - regardless of 
their personal beliefs - must fit at least loosely within those behavioral boundaries, or be 
subject to significant negative social sanctions.  
 
An example from college campuses is the domination of the Christmas calendar holy days 
over its competitors.  Few public colleges celebrate the less dominant Islamic Ramadan, 
Jewish Hanukkah, or the religious holy days of their regional American Indians.  In fact, 
most citizens don’t know when those days occur or even their purpose.  If Jewish or 
Islamic students (for example) wish to attend each and every class they have paid for, 
they must attend these classes during their holy days.   
 
Public colleges have operated in this fashion for so long that it seems “normal,” even 
though most colleges have had many students in attendance from various religious 
quarters and even though colleges claim to be seeking greater global and diversity inputs.  
But, of course, public colleges aren’t alone in this; the vast majority of other public and 
private institutions in the USA are operating in the same way.   
 
The sacred aspect of religious loyalty is a double-edged sword. History demonstrates it 
can rally its membership towards peace or it can be used to gather armies from its pool of 
followers and encourage them towards brutality.  No less a participant in this tactic than 
Adolph Hitler wrote in his book, Mein Kampf:  “Any violence which does not spring from a 
firm spiritual base will be wavering and uncertain.”  The rituals of religious institutions are 
a time-tested means of funneling individual human behavior, for better or worse, into the 
activities favored by their institutional leaders. 
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              Photos by Gary Payne  2005-2016 
Four separate cultures = four very different belief systems and lifestyles.  How much opportunity did any of 
these children have to think or act by their own free will?  What choice did they have?  What choice did you 
have?  Why do virtually all of us follow the patterns of the people around us?  This is the incredibly powerful 
influence of socialization.  Culture is a funnel. It runs the show.  How else would you explain it?  How has it 
influenced your own life? 

 
 
The Mass Media 

Impersonal communications - targeted at a massive audience – are referred to as 
mass media.  Internet, cellphones, movies, television, newspapers, magazines, books, 
plays, comic books, posters, video games, radio and theater are all part of this mix. 
  
The time children spend in contact with some part of the mass media has taken yet 
another bite out of the time spent with family in the last century; the mass media has the 
potential for strong influences on children’s personalities.  Americans own and watch more 
television than people of other nations with about 90% of households owning more than 
one television in addition to other screens.  Most of our free time as citizens of the USA is 
spent in front of a cellphone, computer, television or other screen.  Children spend at least 
6 hours each day relating to various mass media devices.[7]  The Covid-19 pandemic only 
increased these hours and this may become the new normal.  One concern is that 
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humans watching entertainment media forms are not participating in civic life, not paying 
attention to urgent problems of their times. 
 

  

 
                                                                                                                                                                                      Gary Payne  2002                   
Graffiti is an interesting but rarely studied form of mass media.  The rich may own the radio, TV and 
newspapers, but the poor seem to own the graffiti, and they often communicate through it.  Here in Caracas, 
Venezuela, a bank is removing spray-painted graffiti accusing it of causing a national economic crisis to 
destroy popularly elected President Hugo Chavez.  Chavez sided with the poor on many issues, and against 
the richest banks. 
 

 

How does the mass media affect the personalities of children exposed to so much of it?  
One of the more easily measured effects is the amazing power of commercial television 
and internet to influence consumption (shopping) patterns of youth.  Successful 
advertising campaigns have largely determined the brand loyalties of youth for everything 
from shoes to cigarettes as advertising techniques became more refined and targeted. 
They often become walking billboards, wearing branded items. 
  
A controversy continues over the effect of violent images portrayed in mass media.  The 
majority of today’s commercial television programming contains violent content.[8]  
Average children in the USA will watch many thousands of ‘TV murders’ play out in their 
living rooms by the time they become young adults.  Outrageously violent and sexist video 
games in which players become prostitute-killing pimps or serial murderers are common 
leisure time activities for today’s youth.  Certainly, the net effect would not be expected to 
be a positive one.  And yet - as vulgar and mindless as these media offerings often are - 
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there is considerable doubt about whether violent images from the mass media are 
responsible for the chronically high violence rates in the USA.   
 
First of all, the USA has maintained high rates of violence that date back long before 
television and video games existed.  Counties in the USA with the highest TV viewership 
are not statistically correlated to the highest levels of violence.  Japan, which routinely 
maintains the highest levels of violence in its mass media, enjoys a very low rate of 
homicide in the entire developed world.  Canada, which shares most of the same TV 
programming and widespread gun ownership as the U.S., also has a very low rate of 
violence and homicide compared to the USA.  And there are many other contradictions in 
the assumed relationship between mass media violence and violence in the real world. 
 
It appears that the chronically high rate of violence in the USA is related to other factors, 
especially economic inequality, as we shall see in later chapters.  Evidence suggests that 
the mass media is very capable of influencing lower to moderate intensity level choices of 
children – previously mentioned shopping habits for example – but not powerful enough to 
cause a significant increase in the overall rate of serious violence.  Children who watch 
violence on TV or play the more violent games may be merely blowing off steam, or 
getting a little charge out of contact with a socially forbidden activity.  Youth are apparently 
aware of the difference between violence in a video image and violence in real life.  
 

 

The Peer Group 

Of all the agents of socialization, only one offers a measure of personal freedom and 
participation in decisions for young people:  the peer group (like-minded equals of the 
same age.)  All the other agents of socialization are in control of the interaction.  The peer 
group is an especially powerful and inviting influence, because it must respect the 
individual member.  If it does not, the individual is free to join a different  
peer group, which is not an option with the other agents.  After experiencing the authority-
controlled life in the family, schools and religious institutions - and then the passive and 
impersonal interaction of the mass media – life spent in the peer group often seems 
wonderfully fair and free to the individual person. 
  
Youth are soon drawn to this collection of equals.  High school teens spend twice as much 
time with peers as with parents in modern industrial societies, and so this agent of 
socialization – like the schools and mass media - also steals time away from family.  A 
century ago, the family siblings were the main peer group.  Thus, the growing importance 
of peers outside the family is another fundamental social change in who we are today. 
  
Peer groups constantly negotiate their norms regarding music, drug use, dress, piercing, 
sex, emotional difficulties and other subjects which are too personal, intimate or rapidly 
changing for the other agents of socialization to manage.  Despite the existence of high 
levels of respect, power and freedom for individuals within a peer group, conformity of 
each individual to some peer group norms is still expected in exchange for membership.  
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                             Gary Payne 2011 
 

Nicaraguan schoolboys.  Bonds between peers often become as strong as those between family members.  
 
 

RESOCIALIZATION 
 

After passing through the intricate process of building a personality based on the various 
competing socialization agents in our lives, our social environment may change 
drastically, and our personalities with it.  The process, which was explored by popular 
Canadian sociologist Erving Goffman, is called resocialization – learning new values as 
a result of being isolated from our social surroundings.  Goffman suggested that 
resocialization can occur in a number of social contexts:  prisons, jails, mental hospitals, 
military duty, boarding schools, prisoner-of-war camps, kidnapper hideouts, and religious 
cults group training facilities.  Goffman suggested that what all these social contexts have 
in common defines them as “total” institutions – confining institutions in which all 
authority is in the hands of the operators and all aspects of life are controlled.   
 
In total institutions, the individual is forced to surrender control over his/her own life. The 
total institution becomes the only socialization agent, and the individual has little choice 
but to comply.  The more extreme total institutions also try to strip away the former identity 
with a number of systematic and intentional procedures.  Common examples come from 
military boot camps, in which facial and scalp hair is often removed in the first minutes of 
entrance, along with civilian clothing and personal items that remind the individual of the 
former self.  Conformity to the new identity that the institution desires for the individual is 
rewarded, and non-conformity is quickly punished. 
  
In the last half century, resocialization has become a science.  The techniques work, not 
just because human personality is quite moldable, but because the individuals who enter 
total institutions usually do not fully understand how or why they are being manipulated.  
They become the pawns of those who do understand.  The effect on almost all individuals 
who enter total institutions is very profound, and has been described by some observers 
as, “brainwashing.”  After just a few months inside a military boot camp, it may become 
difficult for recruits to completely reclaim the original personality they entered with.  In fact, 
many who have been through the process do not even wish to try.. 
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Jack Nicholson’s portrayal of a charismatic trouble maker inside a mental institution has become a classic.  
The original novel by Ken Kesey came out in 1962, shortly after sociologist Erving Goffman published 
Asylums, his stinging research critique of “Total” institutions.  The themes in both books were so similar that 
some suspect that Cuckoo’s Nest was actually inspired by Goffman.   
 
An understanding of the known effects of resocialization in total institutions also reveals 
the irrationality of using incarceration to improve the behavior of convicted criminals.  If an 
individual who is convicted of a crime is then isolated in a prison environment dominated 
by other convicts, what kind of values and norms will be transmitted back and forth?  
Statistics indicate that the longer an individual remains incarcerated, the greater the 
chances that the individual will reoffend after being placed back in society.[9] 
  
In other words, prisoners generally get worse during incarceration, not better.  Therefore, 
incarceration is an illogical response to criminal behavior.  There is no doubt that some 
individuals are just too dangerous to remain in society.  But in light of what is already 
known about resocialization, societies are better off reducing the prison populations to the 
absolute minimum necessary.  Some alternatives to incarceration (for less violent 
criminals) which are being used by more progressive states are: fines, mandatory 
community service, compensation of victims, treatment programs, electronic surveillance 
and house arrest.   
  
But even these less-extreme alternatives are still punishment oriented, rather than 
prevention oriented.  Prevention of social problems is always the first choice of 
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sociologists, because it is usually cheaper and because it gets to the root of the 
problem rather than trying punishment tactics after it has already occurred.  
  
How might we go about reducing our “need” to incarcerate?  The question is complex and 
a complete answer would require another textbook.  But in summary, we would have to 
improve the nurture aspects of our society.  The idea would be to create a civilization that 
– to the greatest extent possible - could prevent destructive personalities from being 
created in the first place.   
 
It should be no surprise by now to the readers of this chapter that appropriate behavior, 
and acceptable personality, develop in social surroundings that are also appropriate and 
acceptable.  Goffman documented that mental hospitals, juvenile detention centers, 
prisons and jails rarely maintain either condition.[10]  And it is well known that violent 
criminals are likely to have experienced unhealthy and impoverished conditions during 
their childhood socialization.  
  
If we want to be surrounded by good citizens, the evidence suggests that society must 
provide acceptable living conditions, economic and educational opportunities and at least 
basic medical care for all families.  Most modern democratic societies have already shifted 
government funding towards prevention of negative outcomes through providing positive 
opportunities for their citizens rather than punishment or treatment.  Statistical 
comparisons among nations that emphasize prevention indicate that these policies tend to 
work very well.   
 
Funding programs aimed at prevention of problematic citizens seems expensive to some 
conservative critics, but these costs must be weighed against the enormous costs of jails, 
prisons, detention centers, broken families, crowded emergency rooms and other costs of 
allowing human failure on a massive scale.  Furthermore, as we shall see in later chapters 
and in lecture, punitive institutions are failing in several ways. Ignoring the socialization 
process is very risky business for a society. 
  
  
THE SELF AND THE SOCIALIZATION PROCESS  
  
It was suggested earlier in this chapter what our culture’s socialization agents are like.  
But what has not been described is the view of this process from the standpoint of the 
individual passing through the process.   
  
What is the nature of the “self?”  Each individual definitely does experience a sense of 
personal “self” that is distinct from the groups the individual belongs to.  We are capable of 
thinking about ourselves as independent objects.  But since we know from studies of 
isolated children that the “self” is heavily dependent on influences of others for its 
existence, a question arises.   Does the “self” really exist as a separate entity? 
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Sociologist Thomas Horton Cooley (1864-1929) claimed that the “self” was merely an 
image we as individuals hold of how we are viewed by the other people around us.  So, for 
example, if others see us as handsome or beautiful, we will likely see our self as 
handsome or beautiful.  According to Cooley, individuals get a general idea of their own 
self by observing other people’s treatment and reaction to their presence.  Others around 
us thus become a “social mirror” to see our self; Cooley called this image the 
“Looking Glass Self.”  Once we have gauged how others see us, we tend to accept this 
judgment and absorb this socially-created identity.   
  
Sociologist George Herbert Mead (1863-1961) also explored the nature of self during his 
lifetime.  He went a little further than Cooley in his theory.  Mead agreed with Cooley that 
the “self” amounts merely to an image created by social experience around us.   But Mead 
also suggested that we individuals also possess a mind that actually anticipates (through 
imagination) how others would respond to certain behaviors we might engage in.  In other 
words, we don’t necessarily have to wait for a reaction from people (as Cooley suggested) 
to judge what our self is like.  As we grow and become more intellectually 
sophisticated as children, our minds attempt to step temporarily into other people’s 
personalities (roles) long enough to anticipate what they might think of our 
behavior.  Mead referred to this process as “role taking.”  This use of our imagination 
is then used to shape how we act in accordance with the imagined social consequences 
of our acts. 
 
A real-life concrete example of Mead’s role-taking in action would be little children 
dressing up “like mommy or daddy” and play-acting the parts of their parents, using 
dolls.  This activity, Mead would say, helps children understand how they are seen by 
their parents.  By doing so, they learn to anticipate parental judgments on their 
behavior.  They are then able to shape their future behavior based on this learning.  
This is one means by which the individual collaborates with her or his social world to 
form personality.  
 

 

THE EXISTENCE – OR NOT - OF INDIVIDUAL FREE WILL 

  
A reader of this chapter could be forgiven for thinking that the concept of individual free 
will is just an illusion, that we individuals are like robots responding only to socio-cultural 
inputs.  The existence -or not- of “free will” is a point of intense controversy in several 
disciplines, including sociology.  After all, we are questioning our very existence – if any - 
as independent actors! 
 
Does free will exist, or are we as individuals totally controlled from outside influences?  
Perhaps the best proof that some spark of free will may exist in individuals is the fact that 
this question is raised in the first place.  The question itself demonstrates a somewhat 
probing independent attitude with at least a hint of rebelliousness at the very thought of 
being completely controlled by external forces.  We can all be happy for that. 
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Yet if the average individual has little opportunity or time to acquire an understanding of 
the socialization process…as you have had in this chapter…would that question about 
free will ever have been seriously raised?    
 

 

 
FIGURE 4.1:   THE “WILD CHILD” [11] 
  
In 1970, a girl of thirteen years - but weighing only 59 pounds - was discovered by a social 
worker in a locked room of a house in Arcadia, California.  She was wearing diapers.  Her 
name was Genie, but her incredible life history gained national attention immediately.  She 
was soon nicknamed the “Wild Child.”  From the age of 20 months, she had been placed 
in almost total isolation by her father who was arrested for child abuse, but then killed 
himself before trial.  The reasons for his treatment of Genie went to the grave with him.  
Genie learned fairly well once she was free, and began using words, a stellar 
achievement, given her history.  She was a biologically normal child that had been through 
a terribly neglectful socialization process. 
  
Genie had lived her life almost entirely alone, in a harness and wire cage.  She had a long 
way to go to catch up; too far, it turned out.  She was a living example of the importance of 
the social environment on personality and behavior, for she had had very little of what 
most of humanity takes for granted and therefore does not fully value.   
 
She sometimes hopped like a bunny and was prone to raging tantrums.  Genie spat 
constantly, she blew her nose on everything.  She masturbated almost continuously and in 
any social situation.  She exercised no control over her bowels.  Never having worn 
clothes, she reacted neither to cold nor heat, she had acclimated like a wild animal.  Her 
genes, her personal choices and her other innate qualities (the basis of the “nature” 
argument) had not mattered much.  Socially, she was difficult to recognize as fully 
human.   
  
And yet, there was a hint that her potential for intelligence and physical beauty had been 
high.  She was alert, and curious about everything.  Susan Curtiss, a linguist who studied 
Genie intensely as a graduate student, described interaction with Genie: “She was fragile 
and beautiful, almost haunting, and so I was pulled, I was very drawn to her, even though I 
was nervous and had no idea what to expect.” 
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For the whole story on Genie, I highly recommend Russ Rymer’s fine summary of her life. 

The evidence indicates that we are not born with a strong tendency to express free will, 
nor do our institutions encourage it.  The desire to fit in and conform appears much more 
powerful, and this desire is understandably encouraged and expected by our institutions.   
 
Free will is something that may or may not be acquired in a lifetime.  The secret to 
achieving free will lies in obtaining an understanding of the culture around us, and 
becoming aware at attempts to influence or control us by censorship of points of view that 
dominant cultural interests reject.  That is, free will only exists to the extent that individuals 
have access to learn about, and reflect on the entire range of cultural alternatives and 
thereby the ability to be actively engaged in adopting better ways to live.  Otherwise, we 
really may be little more than our institutions’ robots. 
  
As you read this, there are individuals sitting at the bottom of nuclear missile silos 
hundreds of feet beneath the surface of the Earth, in several modern nations.  These 
“missile-sitters” are not evil people, but their socialization has led them to macabre 
careers.  They wait for an order from people they do not know and will never meet to 
launch missiles to annihilate millions of people they do not know and will never meet, 
especially if they push those buttons.  Have they become institutional machinery? 

  
Under the right circumstances, many of these missile-sitters from various nuclear-armed 
nations could fall in love with each other, perhaps even marry and raise families together.  
Instead, having passed through very different socialization processes, they are prepared 
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to kill other.  They accept their intellectual indoctrination in the most absolute manner.  
Yet, if you ask them face to face in a conversation, they would probably claim that they are 
missile-sitters by their own free will...but only if their commanders allow them to speak with 
you. 
  

Nevertheless, most sociologists (including me) would agree that at least the seed of free 
will does reside in all of us, and this seed can sprout under proper conditions.  Free will 
requires that our cultural blinders be removed, or at least, understood.  No discipline is 
better suited for this task than sociology.  Part of the sociological mission is to create free 
will by exposing the cultural barriers to its existence.  
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