
 1 

  Socialization 

In the summer of 2005, police detective Mark Holste followed an 
investigator from the Department of Children and Families to a home in 
Plant City, Florida. They were there to look into a statement from the 
neighbor concerning a shabby house on Old Sydney Road. A small girl was 
reported peering from one of its broken windows. This seemed odd because 
no one in the neighborhood had seen a young child in or around the home, 
which had been inhabited for the past three years by a woman, her boyfriend, 
and two adult sons. Who was the mystery girl in the window? 

Entering the house, Detective Holste and his team were shocked. It was the worst mess they’d 
ever seen, infested with cockroaches, smeared with feces and urine from both people and pets, and filled 
with dilapidated furniture and ragged window coverings. 

Detective Holste headed down a hallway and entered a small room. That’s where he found the 
little girl, with big, vacant eyes, staring into the darkness. A newspaper report later described the 
detective’s first encounter with the child: “She lay on a torn, moldy mattress on the floor. She was curled 
on her side . . . her ribs and collarbone jutted out . . . her black hair was matted, crawling with lice. Insect 
bites, rashes and sores pocked her skin . . . She was naked—except for a swollen diaper. … Her name, her 
mother said, was Danielle. She was almost seven years old” (DeGregory 2008). 

Detective Holste immediately carried Danielle out of the home. She was taken to a hospital for 
medical treatment and evaluation. Through extensive testing, doctors determined that, although she was 
severely malnourished, Danielle was able to see, hear, and vocalize normally. Still, she wouldn’t look 
anyone in the eyes, didn’t know how to chew or swallow solid food, didn’t cry, didn’t respond to stimuli 
that would typically cause pain, and didn’t know how to communicate either with words or simple 
gestures such as nodding “yes” or “no.” Likewise, although tests showed she had no chronic diseases or 
genetic abnormalities, the only way she could stand was with someone holding onto her hands, and she 
“walked sideways on her toes, like a crab” (DeGregory 2008). 

What had happened to Danielle? Put simply: beyond the basic requirements for survival, she had 
been neglected. Based on their investigation, social workers concluded that she had been left almost 
entirely alone in rooms like the one where she was found. Without regular interaction—the holding, 
hugging, talking, the explanations and demonstrations given to most young children—she had not 
learned to walk or to speak, to eat or to interact, to play or even to understand the world around her. 
From a sociological point of view, Danielle had not had been socialized. 

Socialization is the process through which people are taught to be proficient members of a society. 
It describes the ways that people come to understand societal norms and expectations, to accept society’s 
beliefs, and to be aware of societal values. Socialization is not the same as socializing (interacting with 
others, like family, friends, and coworkers); to be precise, it is a sociological process that occurs through 
socializing. As Danielle’s story illustrates, even the most basic of human activities are learned. You may 
be surprised to know that even physical tasks like sitting, standing, and walking had not automatically 
developed for Danielle as she grew. And without socialization, Danielle hadn’t learned about the material 
culture of her society (the tangible objects a culture uses): for example, she couldn’t hold a spoon, bounce 
a ball, or use a chair for sitting. She also hadn’t learned its nonmaterial culture, such as its beliefs, values, 
and norms. She had no understanding of the concept of “family,” didn’t know cultural expectations for 
using a bathroom for elimination, and had no sense of modesty. Most importantly, she hadn’t learned to 
use the symbols that make up language—through which we learn about who we are, how we fit with other 
people, and the natural and social worlds in which we live. 

Sociologists have long been fascinated by circumstances like Danielle’s—in which a child receives 
sufficient human support to survive, but virtually no social interaction—because they highlight how much 
we depend on social interaction to provide the information and skills that we need to be part of society or 
even to develop a “self.” 

The necessity for early social contact was demonstrated by the research of Harry and Margaret 
Harlow. From 1957 to 1963, the Harlows conducted a series of experiments studying how rhesus 
monkeys, which behave a lot like people, are affected by isolation as babies. They studied monkeys raised 
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under two types of “substitute” mothering circumstances: a mesh and wire sculpture, or a soft terrycloth 
“mother.” The monkeys systematically preferred the company of a soft, terrycloth substitute mother 
(closely resembling a rhesus monkey) that was unable to feed them, to a mesh and wire mother that 
provided sustenance via a feeding tube. This demonstrated that while food was important, social comfort 
was of greater value (Harlow and Harlow 1962; Harlow 1971). Later experiments testing more severe 
isolation revealed that such deprivation of social contact led to significant developmental and social 
challenges later in life. 
 

What a Pretty Little Lady! 
“What a cute dress!” “I like the ribbons in your hair.” “Wow, you look so pretty today.” 
According to Lisa Bloom, author of Think: Straight Talk for Women to Stay Smart in a Dumbed Down 
World, most of us use pleasantries like these when we first meet little girls. “So what?” you might ask. 

Bloom asserts that we are too focused on the appearance of young girls, and as a result, our 
society is socializing them to believe that how they look is of vital importance. And Bloom may be on to 
something. How often do you tell a little boy how attractive his outfit is, how nice looking his shoes are, 
or how handsome he looks today? To support her assertions, Bloom cites, as one example, that about 50 
percent of girls ages three to six worry about being fat (Bloom 2011). We’re talking kindergarteners who 
are concerned about their body image. Sociologists are acutely interested in of this type of gender 
socialization, where societal expectations of how boys and girls should be—how they should behave, what 
toys and colors they should like, and how important their attire is—are reinforced. 

One solution to this type of gender socialization is being experimented with at the Egalia 
preschool in Sweden, where children develop in a genderless environment. All of the children at Egalia 
are referred to with neutral terms like “friend” instead of “he” or “she.” Play areas and toys are 
consciously set up to eliminate any reinforcement of gender expectations (Haney 2011). Egalia strives to 
eliminate all societal gender norms from these children’s preschool world. 

Extreme? Perhaps. So what is the middle ground? Bloom suggests that we start with simple steps: 
when introduced to a young girl, ask about her favorite book or what she likes. In short, engage her mind 
… not her outward appearance (Bloom 2011). 
 
Why Socialization Matters  

Socialization is critical both to individuals and to the societies in which they live. It illustrates how 
completely intertwined human beings and their social worlds are. First, it is through teaching culture to 
new members that a society perpetuates itself. If new generations of a society don’t learn its way of life, it 
ceases to exist. Whatever is distinctive about a culture must be transmitted to those who join it in order 
for a society to survive. For American culture to continue, for example, children in the United States must 
learn about cultural values related to democracy: they have to learn the norms of voting, as well as how to 
use material objects such as voting machines. Of course, some would argue that it’s just as important in 
American culture for the younger generation to learn the etiquette of eating in a restaurant or the rituals 
of tailgate parties at football games. In fact, there are many ideas and objects that Americans teach 
children in hopes of keeping the society’s way of life going through another generation. 

Socialization is just as essential to us as individuals. Social interaction provides the means via 
which we gradually become able to see ourselves through the eyes of others, learning who we are and how 
we fit into the world around us. In addition, to function successfully in society, we have to learn the 
basics of both material land nonmaterial culture, everything from how to dress ourselves to what’s 
suitable attire for a specific occasion; from when we sleep to what we sleep on; and from what’s 
considered appropriate to eat for dinner to how to use the stove to prepare it. Most importantly, we have 
to learn language—whether it’s the dominant language or one common in a subculture, whether it’s 
verbal or through signs—in order to communicate and to think. As we saw with Danielle, without 
socialization we literally have no self. 
 
Nature versus Nurture 

Some experts assert that who we are is a result of nurture—the relationships and caring that 
surround us. Others argue that who we are is based entirely in genetics. According to this belief, our 
temperaments, interests, and talents are set before birth. From this perspective, then, who we are 
depends on nature. 
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One way that researchers attempt to prove the impact of nature is by studying twins. Some 
studies followed identical twins who were raised separately. The pairs shared the same genetics, but, in 
some cases, were socialized in different ways. Instances of this type of situation are rare, but studying the 
degree to which identical twins raised apart are the same and different can give researchers insight into 
how our temperaments, preferences, and abilities are shaped by our genetic makeup versus our social 
environment. 
For example, in 1968, twin girls born to a mentally ill mother were put up for adoption. However, they 
were also separated from each other and raised in different households. The parents, and certainly the 
babies, did not realize they were one of five pairs of twins who were made subjects of a scientific study 
(Flam 2007). 
In 2003, the two women, then age 35, reunited. Elyse Schein and Paula Bernstein sat together in awe, 
feeling like they were looking into a mirror. Not only did they look alike, but they behaved alike, using the 
same hand gestures and facial expressions (Spratling 2007). Studies like these point to the genetic roots 
of our temperament and behavior. 

Though genetics and hormones play an important role in human behavior, sociology’s larger 
concern is the effect that society has on human behavior, the “nurture” side of the nature versus nurture 
debate. What race were the twins? From what social class were their parents? What about gender? 
Religion? All of these factors affect the lives of the twins as much as their genetic makeup and are critical 
to consider as we look at life through the sociological lens. 
 

The Life of Chris Langan, the Smartest Man You’ve Never Heard Of 
Bouncer. Firefighter. Factory worker. Cowboy. Chris Langan spent the majority of his adult life just 
getting by with jobs like these. He had no college degree, few resources, and a past filled with much 
disappointment. Chris Langan also had an IQ of over 195, nearly 100 points higher than the average 
person (Brabham 2001). So why didn’t Chris become a neurosurgeon, professor, or aeronautical 
engineer? According to Macolm Gladwell (2008) in his book Outliers: The Story of Success, Chris didn’t 
possess the set of social skills necessary to succeed on such a high level—skills that aren’t innate, but 
learned. 

Gladwell looked to a recent study conducted by sociologist Annette Lareau in which she closely 
shadowed 12 families from various economic backgrounds and examined their parenting techniques. 
Parents from lower income families followed a strategy of “accomplishment of natural growth,” which is 
to say they let their children develop on their own with a large amount of independence; parents from 
higher income families, however, “actively fostered and accessed a child’s talents, opinions, and skills” 
(Gladwell 2008). These parents were more likely to engage in analytical conversation, encourage active 
questioning of the establishment, and foster development of negotiation skills. The parents were also able 
to introduce their children to a wide range of activities, from sports to music to accelerated academic 
programs. When one middle class child was denied entry to a gifted and talented program, the mother 
petitioned the school and arranged additional testing until her daughter was admitted. Lower income 
parents, however, were more likely to unquestioningly obey authorities such as school boards. Their 
children were not being socialized to comfortably confront the system and speak up (Gladwell 2008). 

What does this have to do with Chris Langan, deemed by some as the smartest man in the world 
(Brabham 2001)? Chris was born in severe poverty, moving across the country with an abusive and 
alcoholic stepfather. Chris’s genius went greatly unnoticed. After accepting a full scholarship to Reed 
College, his funding was revoked after his mother failed to fill out necessary paperwork. Unable to 
successfully make his case to the administration, Chris, who had received straight A’s the previous 
semester, was given F’s on his transcript and forced to drop out. After enrolling in Montana State, an 
administrator’s refusal to rearrange his class schedule left him unable to find the means necessary to 
travel the 16 miles to attend classes. What Chris had in brilliance, he lacked practical intelligence, or what 
psychologist Robert Sternberg defines as “knowing what to say to whom, knowing when to say it, and 
knowing how to say it for maximum effect” (Sternberg et al. 2000). Such knowledge was never part of his 
socialization. 

Chris gave up on school and began working an array of blue-collar jobs, pursuing his intellectual 
interests on the side. Though he’s recently garnered attention from work on his “Cognitive Theoretic 
Model of the Universe,” he remains weary and resistant of the educational system. 

As Gladwell concluded, “He’d had to make his way alone, and no one—not rock stars, not 
professional athletes, not software billionaires, and not even geniuses—ever makes it alone” (2008). 
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Sociologists all recognize the importance of socialization for healthy individual and societal development. 
But how do scholars working in the three major theoretical paradigms approach this topic? Structural 
functionalists would say that socialization is essential to society, both because it trains members to 
operate successfully within it and because it perpetuates culture by transmitting it to new generations. 
Without socialization, a society’s culture would perish as members died off. A conflict theorist might 
argue that socialization reproduces inequality from generation to generation by conveying different 
expectations and norms to those with different social characteristics. For example, individuals are 
socialized differently by gender, social class, and race. As in the illustration of Chris Langan, this creates 
different (unequal) opportunities. An interactionist studying socialization is concerned with face-to-face 
exchanges and symbolic communication. For example, dressing baby boys in blue and baby girls in pink 
is one small way that messages are conveyed about differences in gender roles. 
 

Agents of Socialization  
Socialization helps people learn to function successfully in their social worlds. How does the 

process of socialization occur? How do we learn to use the objects of our society’s material culture? How 
do we come to adopt the beliefs, values, and norms that represent its nonmaterial culture? This learning 
takes place through interaction with various agents of socialization, like peer groups and families, plus 
both formal and informal social institutions. 
 

QUESTIONS 
 
Directions: Answer the following prompts briefly, but be complete.  
 
1. In your own words, define/explain “Socialization.” 
 
2. How did nearly complete isolation as a child affect Danielle’s verbal abilities? 
 
3. What did Harlows’ study on rhesus monkeys show? 
 
4. From a sociological perspective, which factor does not greatly influence a person’s  
     socialization? WHY? 

a. Gender b. Class c. Blood type          d. Race 
 
5. Why do you think that people like Chris Langan continue to have difficulty even after they are  
     helped through societal systems? What is it they’ve missed that prevents them from  
     functioning successfully  in the social world? 
 
6. Why are wealthy parents more likely than poor parents to socialize their children toward  
     creativity and  problem solving? 
 
7. Explain why it’s important to conduct research using both male and female participants. What  
     sociological topics might show gender differences?  
 
8. Do you think it is important that parents discuss gender roles with their young children, or is  
     gender a topic better left for later? How do parents consider gender norms when buying their  
     children books, movies, and toys? How do you believe they should consider it? 
 
9. Based on your observations, when are adolescents more likely to listen to their parents or to  
     their peer groups when making decisions? What types of dilemmas lend themselves toward  
     one social agent over another? 
 
 


