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Assessable Competencies 
2.1 Students will describe the components of culture. 

2.1.1 Nonmaterial culture, including norms and values 

2.1.2 Material culture 

2.1.3 Subcultures 

2.2 Students will analyze how culture influences individuals, including themselves. 

2.2.1 Ethnocentrism 

2.2.2 Cultural relativity 

2.2.3 Culture shock 

2.2.4 American values 
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THEME – CULTURE EXPLAINS BEHAVIOR 

Activity One – Examination of Culture 1 – The Amish 

Ask students to list the first five words they think of when they hear the word 

“Amish.”  Then, as a class, compile a list of words on the board.  The following may 

appear: 

Beards   Barns     Long Dresses  Hats and Bonnets Religion  Language 

Horse & Buggy  No Electricity    Furniture  Butter / Bread  Big Families  

 

Ask students to add to their list any words that appear on the board that they did not initially write down.  Now have students 

circle the words that they believe make the Amish different from them.   

Next emphasize an idea you will return to through several activities:  CULTURE EXPLAINS BEHAVIOR.  (Sociologist believe 

culture explains behavior better than instincts, drives, beliefs, or reflexes.)  

You can now explain how the Amish culture explains those behaviors. 

Religion – All Amish live in the United States as they were driven here by persecution in Europe in the early to mid 1800s.  They 

believe in a literal interpretation of the bible.  One of the ideas that led to their persecution is the belief that only adults (who 

choose of their own knowledge of God and their own free will) should be baptized. 

Long Dresses – Hats/Bonnets – The Amish believe that modern clothes, make up, hair styling are all signs of vanity and 

distractions to the Christian mind.  It is their good works that should be recognized, not their physical beauty. 

Butter/Bread – Furniture – The Amish believe that hard work and quality production is one form of worship to God.  This is why 

they are known for their quality and are able to charge more for what they create. 

No Electricity – Amish do not use power from the public electric grid due to a belief that too much reliance on public power ties 

one too close to the english (that is how they refer to most Americans – with a lower case e).  Amish are cautious about worldly 

influences and ideas which may run counter to Christian values.  Amish are careful about what they let into their homes, a 

fundamental sphere of Amish existence.. Eliminating public power from the home prevents the temptation of using television, 

radio, and the internet in the home.  Also too much reliance on labor-saving devices may deprive children of character-building 

opportunities to work. 

Horse and Buggy – Much like their reasoning about electricity, the Amish believe God did not mean for life to move too fast.  By 

using the horse and buggy, life is slowed down.  It gives the Amish more time to pray and reflect upon God’s creations, that the 

english just wiz by in their cars and motorcycles. 

Barns – The Amish do not carry insurance.  If their barn burns down, the community will build them a new one.  The english 

cannot conceive of the type of community support, ties, and interdependence that exists within an Amish settlement. 

Language – The Amish use Pennsylvania Dutch which they believe sets them apart from the english and carries on their 

traditions of being a people separate from the secular world. 

Big Families – Amish people often have 8-12 kids.  They believe that the Bible has told them to be fruitful and multiply and are 

not limited by American concerns such as how to pay for college. 

Beards – Married Amish men grow beards. There is no hiding that you are married (unlike a ring that can be taken off). 

BAPTISM – When Amish children turn 16, they are released from almost all of the confines of Amish culture.  They go into a 

period called “Rumspringa” or “running around” where they can dress and speak english, drive a car, go to the movies or the mall, 

drink, party, etc.  At the end (a few months for some, up to 5 years for others), they must decided whether to become Baptized 
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and live an Amish life or not. If they chose to be Amish, they must forget all of the things they did, the possessions they 

acquired, and the people they met during rumspringa. 

Show the first 12 – 13 minutes of The Devil’s Playground.   https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=I0h4nRYZ8d0&t=260s 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

THEME – CULTURE EXPLAINS BEHAVIOR 

Activity 2 – Examination of Culture – Japanese Royalty 

Ask students to list women who our society admires and write that brainstorming list on the board.   Possible answers might be: 

Michelle Obama  Kim Kardashian  Oprah Winfrey  Ivanka Trump 

Melania Trump  Ellen DeGeneres  Hillary Clinton  Beyonce 

 

Ask students to list characteristics that people do or don’t admire about each of these women. 

Now tell the students the following.  The people of Japan HATED one of the wife of the crown prince of Japan, Princess 

Masako.  She is beautiful, Harvard educated, multi lingual, kind, fashion forward, a loving wife;  yet the people of Japan still 

hated her.  Have students brainstorm why she was not popular with the people of Japan. 

Now, pass out the Chicago Tribune article from 2004 that explains why they hated her (tell students this is just chapter one of 

the story).  Ask the students to highlight what is like our culture in one color and what is NOT like our culture in another color.   

After discussing the article, go through the Japanese Royal Family’s history since 2000 all the way up to today.  Share these 

youtube clips about the royal family.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DxTEJKFZH10 –(May 2017) Rumors that the Emperor’s oldest granddaughter will marry a 

commoner.  Should the 70 year old law that requires her to abdicate her royal title and ties be changed?   

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Gc46r5LVNro (June 2017) – In a break from tradition, the Japanese diet will allow the 

emperor to retire.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OpXp2jtenuM  (Sept 2017)  Granddaughter’s engagement formally announced.  She will give 

up her title of princess.  

What did you learn about Japanese Culture that explains the people’s behavior towards Princess Masako? 
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THEME – CULTURE EXPLAINS BEHAVIOR 

Activity 3 – An Examination of Culture – Ethnocentrism, Cultural Relativity, Cultural 

Discontinuity 

Show students the “Danish Mother” powerpoint.  (This will be available on the ASA website shortly after NCSS concludes.)  Did 

you at first think the mother deserved to have her kids taken away?  Discuss ethnocentrism.  After hearing about Danish 

parenting customs, did you change your mind about the mother?  Discuss cultural relativity.  Did you not know what to do about 

the differences once you learned the entire story?  Discuss cultural discontinuity. 

 

 

 

Activity 4 – Why Would You?????????????? – An Examination of Our Culture 

See Handout 

 

 

Activity 5 – Exploring Culture – An Internet Activity  

See Handout   

Culture explains behavior.  How can culture explain behaviors such as cutting the finger off at the knuckle or tossing babies in 

the air?   
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When China was preparing to host the Olympics in Beijing in 2008, they decided to appoint government officials to initiate 

cultural changes in order to make the city more welcoming to visitors….  

Go to https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fKYhghV2l2s  

1) One of the first concerns officials had was the habit of spitting….   Spitting is such a norm of the Chinese people that they 

are not going to try to prevent spitting….. How will they address the issue? 

 

2) What “alien concept” are they trying to get the Chinese to adopt for the Olympics?  How does it appear they operate without 

this “alien concept”? 

 

Germany has several traditions surrounding marriage.  Polterabend is quite different from traditional US engagement parties.  

Go to http://www.personal.psu.edu/jld345/German.html  

1) What goes on during Polterabend? 

 

2) What 2 things about German marriages is this practice meant to symbolize? 

 

Sociologists are especially interested in culture because culture is used to explain human behavior.  Go to the following sites and 

explain why each culture participates in the behavior.  Be sure to reveal the value or belief that is evidenced by the behavior.     

Chinese Foot Binding http://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/why-footbinding-persisted-china-millennium-180953971/ 

______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Dani Finger Cutting https://www.ranker.com/list/dani-tribe-finger-cutting/triciapsarreasmurray 

_______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Tidong Bathroom Ban http://creativecultureint.com/wedding-bathroom-ban/ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Blackening of the Bride in Scotland   http://www.weddingclan.com/strange-wedding-tradition-blackening-bridegroom-

scotland.html _____________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Exploring Culture – An Internet Activity  
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Black Teeth in Vietnam http://www.designdestinations.org/2013/04/teeth-blackening-tradition-north-vietnam/ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Baby Dropping in India    https://www.nytimes.com/2016/07/29/world/what-in-the-world/for-babies-in-india-a-30-foot-plunge-

for-good-luck.html _________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Go to  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NlAMtdtGYWM   to view a clip from the film “Outsourced.”  What does Mr. Todd 

(the main character) learn about Indian culture that he clearly does not understand? 

_______________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Go to https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bdeFdFEbuqk to view a clip from “Mr. Baseball.”  It is Jack’s (Tom Selleck’s character) 

first time in Japan.  What 3 cultural behaviors does he try to emulate? 

_______________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Go to http://www.funtrivia.com/trivia-quiz/World/A-Gesture-in-Another-Culture-312304.html  and click on “Play Quiz Game.”    

What was your final score?  What are 2 things you learned that you did not know before taking the quiz? 

 Score ___________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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When China was preparing to host the Olympics in Beijing in 2008, they decided to appoint government officials to initiate 

cultural changes in order to make the city more welcoming to visitors….  

Go to https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fKYhghV2l2s  

1) One of the first concerns officials had was the habit of spitting….   Spitting is such a norm of the Chinese people that they 

are not going to try to prevent spitting….. How will they address the issue? 

Encourage people to spit into tissues.   

2) What “alien concept” are they trying to get the Chinese to adopt for the Olympics?  How does it appear they operate without 

this “alien concept”? 

The alien concept is the “que” or waiting in line.  When getting on buses they just smash to the front and push others out of the 

way….. 

Germany has several traditions surrounding marriage.  Polterabend is quite different from traditional US engagement parties.  

Go to http://www.personal.psu.edu/jld345/German.html  

1) What goes on during Polterabend? 

Polterabend—“the evening with lots of broken porcelain.” Friends and relatives bring old porcelain and kitchenware to smash in 

front of the bride and groom.   

2) What 2 things about German marriages is this practice meant to symbolize? 

The broken pieces are thought to grant them a happy, lucky life. The bride and groom have to clean up everything, symbolizing 

that nothing will ever be broken in their house. 

 

Sociologists are especially interested in culture because culture is used to explain human behavior.  Go to the following sites and 

explain why each culture participates in the behavior.  Be sure to reveal the value or belief that is evidenced by the behavior.     

Chinese Foot Binding http://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/why-footbinding-persisted-china-millennium-180953971/  

Foot binding became popular as a means of displaying status (women from wealthy families, who did not need their feet to work, 

could afford to have them bound) and was correspondingly adopted as a symbol of beauty in Chinese culture. Its 

Dani Finger Cutting https://www.ranker.com/list/dani-tribe-finger-cutting/triciapsarreasmurray  

For the people in the Dani Tribe, finger cutting, or Ikipalin, is a typical mourning practice. Located in a remote area of Papua, 

New Guinea that is only accessible by plane, the Dani are deeply attached to their customs - even the ones that encourage 

detachment of body parts. When someone dies, the tribe will cut off a portion of every woman's finger who was close to the 

deceased. The more loss a woman experiences, the more she loses of herself.   

Tidong Bathroom Ban http://creativecultureint.com/wedding-bathroom-ban/  

On the island of Borneo, the largest Indonesian island, the Tidong tribe still follows ancient traditions that prohibit newlywed 

couples from using the bathroom for 3 days and 3 nights. The bride and groom are watched carefully by their families during 

the ceremony and are only given small amounts of food and drink. They believe the custom will lead to a long, happy and fertile 

marriage, and that if broken will result in terrible bad luck. 

 

Exploring Culture – An Internet Activity - KEY 
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Blackening of the Bride in Scotland   http://www.weddingclan.com/strange-wedding-tradition-blackening-bridegroom-

scotland.html  

Depending on the region, either the bride or the groom or both, are taken captive by their friends, relative, co-workers and 

whoever else wishes to join in on the fun, tied to chair and covered in disgusting and foul substances like feathers, smelly 

sauces, rotten eggs, spoiled curry, curdled milk, boot polish, treacle, tar, soot, flour, cocoa powder or anything black and grungy.  

Sometimes the bride and groom are sat in a bathtub atop a lorry or just paraded around the town in their sorry state as their 

friends, relatives and other well wishers follow them around making as much noise as possible banging drums, beating sticks, 

shouting, blowing whistles and creating as loud a din as they possibly can. The couple is paraded through the streets of their 

town for hours on end and sometimes people even come out their homes to “contribute” to the blackening with their own 

helpings of soot, feathers and what have you. Sometimes the couple is tied to a tree. 

Scots believe that this kind of hazing and humiliation knocks the rosy notions of marriage out of a couple’s mind and better 

prepares them for facing the harsh realities of married life. The ritual is supposed to signify that a couple who can last through 

this jarring trial with humility can face any challenge that life may through their way later on. 

Black Teeth in Vietnam http://www.designdestinations.org/2013/04/teeth-blackening-tradition-north-vietnam/  

Practiced by the ladies of the Black Hmong tribe who live in the mountain regions near the Chinese border, blackening teeth 

speaks to the isolation and remoteness of these people in a country speeding pell mell towards modernization.  

Baby Dropping in India    https://www.nytimes.com/2016/07/29/world/what-in-the-world/for-babies-in-india-a-30-foot-plunge-

for-good-luck.html  

The ritual, long popular in Maharashtra and Karnataka States, dates back almost 700 years, to a time when infant mortality was 

high, medical knowledge was scant and families had few places to turn for help. 

Legend has it that a saint advised people whose babies were dying to build a shrine and drop the ailing infants from the roof to 

show their trust in the almighty. When they did so, the story goes, the babies were miraculously cradled to safety in a 

hammock-like sheet that appeared in midair. 

From then on, prayers for the birth of a healthy baby in the region have included a promise to toss the baby as an offering to 

the god who granted the prayers. Villagers believe that the ritual brings the child long life and good luck, and maintain that it 

does no harm. 

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Go to  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NlAMtdtGYWM   to view a clip from the film “Outsourced.”  What does Mr. Todd 

(the main character) learn about Indian culture that he clearly does not understand? 

 People in India do not eat with their left hand; it is considered to be unclean (the hand you use to go to the bathroom.)    

Go to https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bdeFdFEbuqk to view a clip from “Mr. Baseball.”  It is Jack’s (Tom Selleck’s character) 

first time in Japan.  What 3 cultural behaviors does he try to emulate? 

Slurping Noodles (loudly) 

Asking for a Refill of Drink – Drinking in one gulp – Pouring your own refill 

Bad luck to leave chopsticks in food when you leave the table 

Go to http://www.funtrivia.com/trivia-quiz/World/A-Gesture-in-Another-Culture-312304.html  and click on “Play Quiz Game.”    

What was your final score?  What are 2 things you learned that you did not know before taking the quiz? 

 STUDENTS PROVIDE THEIR INDIVIDUAL SCORES AND COMMENTS…… 
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Why Would You?????????????? – An Examination of Our Culture  

We have discussed how Sociologists like to study culture because culture explains behavior.   What might seem odd 

to us seems very normal to others…. What may seem normal to us is just plain weird to some other cultures.   

 

Activity One 

Let’s say you meet two new neighbors who have only spent only one month in the United States – and boy, do they 

have questions!  Without looking it up on the internet, explain the following to your new neighbors.  What is the 

tradition?  Why do you think we do it?  How does our culture explain this behavior?  (It’s ok if you guess….) 

 

lighting candles on a birthday cake (even for one year olds!) 

 

 

 

trick or treating 

 

 

 

Now go to https://www.rd.com/culture/origin-of-birthday-cake/ and 

http://www.history.com/topics/halloween/history-of-trick-or-treating   and check your responses.  Go back to your 

answers and correct them in a different color ink as if you were the teacher….   

 

 

Activity Two  

There are many acts Americans do out of politeness and kindness that would be considered offensive in other 

countries. Choose any four of the following list.   State why we think it’s acceptable behavior and hypothesize why 

others may not. See the example.  

Tipping      Giving Thumbs Up  Sitting in the Back of a Taxi 

Laughing with Mouth Open    Being on Time   Having one hand in your pants pocket 

Opening a Present Immediately  Finishing Your Entire Meal  Using Your Left Hand for Anything  

Showing the Soles of Your Feet  Men Showing Skin  Telling a Guest to “Help Themselves” 
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Example: 

Tradition / Cultural Norm – Finishing Your Entire Meal 

Why we think it’s acceptable behavior – We feel it is showing appreciation for the cook’s efforts as well as 

beign an effort not to waste food. 

Why others may not find it acceptable – Many culture feel that you are questioning your host’s generosity.  

When you finish your plate you are implying the hosts did not give you enough to eat. 

______________________________________________________________________________________ 

Tradition / Cultural Norm –  

Why we think it’s acceptable behavior –  

 

Why others may not find it acceptable –  

 

Tradition / Cultural Norm –  

Why we think it’s acceptable behavior –  

 

Why others may not find it acceptable –  

 

Tradition / Cultural Norm –  

Why we think it’s acceptable behavior –  

 

Why others may not find it acceptable –  

 

Tradition / Cultural Norm –  

Why we think it’s acceptable behavior –  

 

Why others may not find it acceptable –  

 

 

Now, go to http://www.businessinsider.com/american-behaviors-that-are-offensive-abroad-2015-8 and check your 

responses.  Go back to your answers and correct them in a different color ink as if you were the teacher….   
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ANSWER KEY 
Why Would You?????????????? – An Examination of Our Culture  

We have discussed how Sociologists like to study culture because culture explains behavior.   What might seem odd 

to us seems very normal to others…. What may seem normal to us is just plain weird to some other cultures.   

 

Activity One 

Let’s say you meet two new neighbors who have only spent only one month in the United States – and boy, do they 

have questions!  Without looking it up on the internet, explain the following to your new neighbors.  What is the 

tradition?  Why do you think we do it?  How does our culture explain this behavior?  (It’s ok if you guess….) 

 

lighting candles on a birthday cake (even for one year olds!) 

Ancient Greeks borrowed the tradition, but rightfully realized that a dessert 

would make the celebration all the more meaningful. So they baked moon-shaped 

cakes to offer up to Artemis, goddess of the moon, as tribute. They decorated 

them with lit candles to make the cakes shine like the moon. Hence, the reason we 

light our birthday cakes on fire. 

Modern birthday parties are said to get their roots from the 18th century 

German celebration “Kinderfeste.” On the morning of a child’s birthday, he or she 

would receive a cake with lighted candles that added up to the kid’s age, plus one. 

This extra candle was called the “light of life,” representing the hope of another 

full year lived. 

And then, torture—because no one could eat the cake until after dinner. The family replaced the candles as they 

burned out throughout the day. Finally, when the moment came, the birthday child would make a wish, try to blow 

out all the candles in one breath, and dig in. (Sorry to break it to you, but you’ve probably been cutting cake wrong 

your whole life.) Like modern tradition, the birthday girl or boy wouldn’t tell anyone the wish so it would come true. 

 

trick or treating 

Halloween has its roots in the ancient, pre-Christian Celtic festival of Samhain, which was celebrated on the night 

of October 31. The Celts, who lived 2,000 years ago in the area that is now Ireland, the United Kingdom and 

northern France, believed that the dead returned to earth on Samhain. People would gather to light bonfires, offer 

sacrifices and pay homage to the deceased. 

During some Celtic celebrations of Samhain, villagers disguised themselves in costumes made of animal skins to 

drive away phantom visitors; banquet tables were prepared and edible offerings were left out to placate unwelcome 

spirits. In later centuries, people began dressing as ghosts, demons and other malevolent creatures, performing 
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antics in exchange for food and drink. This custom, known as mumming, dates back to the Middle Ages and is 

thought to be an antecedent of trick-or-treating. 

By the ninth century, Christianity had spread into Celtic lands, where it gradually blended with and supplanted 

older pagan rites. In 1000 A.D. the church designated November 2 as All Souls’ Day, a time for honoring the dead. 

Celebrations in England resembled Celtic commemorations of Samhain, complete with bonfires and masquerades. 

Poor people would visit the houses of wealthier families and receive pastries called soul cakes in exchange for a 

promise to pray for the souls of the homeowners’ dead relatives. Known as souling, the practice was later taken up 

by children, who would go from door to door asking for gifts such as food, money and ale. 

 

Now go to https://www.rd.com/culture/origin-of-birthday-cake/ and 

http://www.history.com/topics/halloween/history-of-trick-or-treating   and check your responses.  Go back to your 

answers and correct them in a different color ink as if you were the teacher….   

 

Activity Two  

There are many acts Americans do out of politeness and kindness that would be considered offensive in other 

countries. Choose any four of the following list.   State why we think it’s acceptable behavior and hypothesize why 

others may not. See the example.  

Tipping      Giving Thumbs Up  Sitting in the Back of a Taxi 

Laughing with Mouth Open    Being on Time   Having one hand in your pants pocket 

Opening a Present Immediately  Finishing Your Entire Meal  Using Your Left Hand for Anything  

Showing the Soles of Your Feet  Men Showing Skin  Telling a Guest to “Help Themselves” 

 

Example: 

Tradition / Cultural Norm – Finishing Your Entire Meal 

Why we think it’s acceptable behavior – We feel it is showing appreciation for the cook’s efforts as well as 

beign an effort not to waste food. 

Why others may not find it acceptable – Many culture feel that you are questioning your host’s generosity.  

When you finish your plate you are implying the hosts did not give you enough to eat. 

______________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Now, go to http://www.businessinsider.com/american-behaviors-that-are-offensive-abroad-2015-8 and check your 

responses.  Go back to your answers and correct them in a different color ink as if you were the teacher….   
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