
Abstract

This presentation focuses on the sociological
approach to socialization of the individual, in an effort
to connect structural characteristics of society with the
concept of socialization. The presentation begins with a
reference to the role of social change in this process.
Reviewing changes in recent decades, the initial argu-
ment is that the social changes we experience are
abrupt and massive. Following there is an attempt to
establish a causal link between social change and
growing levels of anomie in societies. The reference to
anomie and its implications is the central axis that
affects socialization in a negative manner. The paper
refers to the basic characteristics of socialization and
concludes that the major obstacles to smooth social-
ization are structural changes which include anomie. 
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Introduction

Given the increasing levels of anomie in society and
concerned about the role of media in this, the aim of
this presentation is threefold. First, to investigate the
connection of two important concepts: anomie and
socialization. The second objective is to focus on the
social context and the social structures that define
socialization. The third and final objective is to create a
forum for a wider understanding of socialization.

The structure of the presentation revolves around
three themes: social change, lawlessness, and social-
ization. The presentation begins with a general refer-
ence to the many important social changes we are
experiencing in today's societies. With examples from
specific institutions, it is argued that all these social
changes constitute a paradigm shift in thinking. This

essentially leads to social anomie, a condition where
the sense of purpose and objective is lost in the overall
society and, as a consequence among its members.
This way, the presentation ends up with the presenta-
tion of the central argument: that is, as a result of social
anomie Western society today is experiencing prob-
lems in the proper socialization of its members. 

The central argument of the presentation can be
presented schematically in the following diagram:

Social changes

We live in an era characterized by large and sudden
changes. Changes in social institutions and social
structure are experienced in a direct way by more peo-
ple. One could say that this was always the case. The
difference is that we believe that these changes are
more massive and faster. We respond this way pre-
cisely because we are in the middle of all the changes
and we have not figured out how to adapt.

Starting with the social institution of the family, we
experience changes that tend to relax the previously
rigid structures. The definition of 'family' keeps on
changing, including new, non-standard structures.
Examples are single parent families, one-person fami-
lies, or parents of the same sex. Additionally, the typical
family in economically developed countries is smaller
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due to the reduction in the number of births. Another
structural change is the increase in the divorce rate.

Continuing with the social institution of religion,
once taken-for-granted levels of faith and support,
crumble as a result of major scandals that come out in
public every so often. Regardless of the scandals, the
role of religious faith and the church representatives is
declining in economically developed countries.

In the economic sphere, the structural changes that
occur lead to an increase in inequality at the global
level, the declining ability for mutual support between
generations and lead to greater insecurity. Two other
social institutions, education and politics, are being tar-
geted having lost much of their glamour and are
increasingly characterized by uncertainty and inability
to provide reasonable and safe direction.

So we live in the age of deconstruction of institu-
tions and habits. The system itself is self-defeating and
places its structures in a process of disbelief. Through
all these many changes, people in society lose their
standard points of reference, the constants that they
have used throughout their lives. 

This period of social change that we experience can
be characterized as a change of thinking, what has
been termed as paradigm shift (Kuhn, 2000). These
paradigmatic shifts always occurred and are structural
components of social change. Consider the 1960's that
brought serious challenges in ruling class through con-
stant challenges of powerful institutions. Political, mili-
tary and racial practices that for decades were taken for
granted, started being disputed. Let's not get too far
back. The early 1990's brought the challenge of social-
ism through a paradigm shift that brought huge politi-
cal, cultural and economic changes that we are experi-
encing even today.

Anomie

All these examples show that today's economically
developed societies have to manage extremely volatile
situations that might lead to personal and social inse-
curity. This uncertainty is the result of social anomie
that increasingly characterizes societies.

Emil Durkheim, the great French sociologist, intro-
duced the concept of anomie to describe a condition of
deregulation in society. It refers to the situation where
the rules for how people should treat each other break
down so people do not know what to expect from oth-

ers. Thus, anomie is a condition where the rules or
expectations for behavior are unclear or absent. Being
preoccupied with the consequences of social change,
Durkheim suggests that the lawlessness and lack of
social norms leads to deviance (Macionis, 2008).

Durkheim considered that sudden changes in a
society cause a state of lawlessness. As a conse-
quence, lawlessness led to the same result: the col-
lapse of the system, either during a great prosperity or
a great depression (Durkheim, 1960).

Lawlessness thus refers to a breakdown of social
norms in a situation where the activities of the mem-
bers of society are not controlled by evaluative stan-
dards. Individuals cannot find their place in society,
because there is lack of clear rules. Abruptly changing
conditions and attempting to adapt to an uncertain
environment, lead to dissatisfaction, conflict, and delin-
quent behavior. Durkheim noted that periods of reces-
sion (for example economic) are accompanied by
greater anomie and higher rates of crime and delin-
quent behavior (Garfield, 1987).

Extending the work of Durkheim, the American soci-
ologist Robert Merton uses the term ’structural anomie’
to describe deviant behavior. Merton argues that the
differences between socially acceptable goals and
socially acceptable means to achieve the objectives
create a tension that can lead to deviant behavior. This
tension is permanent and refers to the difference
between the ideologically expected and the realistical-
ly achievable. (Merton, 1938).

Socialization

We all belong to a social unit. Inclusion and partici-
pation in groups is achieved through the socialization
process that lasts throughout our lifetime. Through this,
the members of a society are incorporated in the cul-
tural expectations and the anticipated normative struc-
tures. In other words, people learn the habits and val-
ues of their culture. Central to this process are groups
and institutions such as family, education, and media.

Theories of Socialization

One of the major scholars of socialization, George
Herbert Mead argues that a person's behavior can be
understood only in terms of the behavior of the whole
social group in which the person belongs. This is



because the individual acts of a person reflect larger
social structures that go beyond the self and define it
as part of a larger group. Mead proposed the explana-
tion of the personal experience through the perspective
of society, because the person belongs to a social
structure. He argues that the definition of the individual
self cannot exist outside society and is defined by it
through a perpetual process of interactive communica-
tion. This process creates the consciousness of self.
(Macionis, 2008).

The central idea for Mead is the self: the part of a
person's personality composed of self-awareness and
self-image. He claims that the self does not exist at
birth, but develops through social experience. Given
that social experience is the exchange of symbols, peo-
ple tend to find meaning in every action. In fact, the
other is a mirror in which we see ourselves. With the
limited social experience, infants’ self can only develop
through imitation. Gradually, children learn to assume
the roles of many others. The final stage is the gener-
alized other, which refers to the broad cultural norms
and values we use as a benchmark for the evaluation
of others. (Mead, 1962)

Elaborating Mead’s ideas, Lawrence Kohlberg sug-
gests the theory of moral development. He argues that
people judge situations as right or wrong based on the
development of moral rules in three stages of adult-
hood. The first is the pre-conventional stage where chil-
dren experience the world in terms of pain and pleas-
ure. The second stage, conventional scene occurs dur-
ing adolescence. The teens learn how to determine
what is right and wrong according to the wishes of their
parents and begin to conform to cultural norms. The
last stage of moral development is the post-conven-
tional level, where people move autonomously, having
internalized the rules of society and the abstract moral
principles (Kohlberg, 1981).

Socialization and Mass Media

The application of the above is directly applicable to
the issues of socialization of young people by the
media. The increasing presence of media increases
their involvement with issues of deviance and diversity.
Media, while presenting anomic situations create pho-
bic people. Thus, while the media recently developed
as a means of socialization, they influence public opin-
ion, shaping the way we see ourselves and the world

around us. (Muzzatti, 2007).
This effect is more pronounced at younger ages.

Media can play an important role in shaping the social
behavior of children and adolescents. Although parents
have the greatest influence on children, media can be
considered very strong agent of socialization. The use
of mass media, especially television exposure, can
affect the development of self-image, the attitudes of
children towards others, and interpersonal behaviors.
That is, the way that media present their programs
affects the development of self according to Mead and
has a negative impact on the creation and understand-
ing of necessary ethical standards according to
Kolberg. Consequently, the effect on self-image of chil-
dren and adolescents is negative, creating persons
with problematic socialization (Nathanson, 2008).

The Connection of Anomie with Socialization

The argument is that a society with a high level of
anomie creates problems of socialization of its mem-
bers. This does not mean that members of society will
not socialize. But it does mean that socialization will
contain the building blocks of a social structure charac-
terized by anomic situations. If we wonder how the
anomie is associated with socialization, we need to
refer to two major issues: deviant behavior and the role
of media.

The classic sociological concept of anomie has
been used as a tool for understanding the relationship
between social structures and cultural characteristics
and delinquent behavior. The various applications of
the term are associated with the European tradition of
the 19th century, namely Durkheim for whom delin-
quent behavior is also the study of social change.
(Bernburg, 2002).

Thus, we can understand deviant behavior directly
related to important issues of our time, such as the pen-
etration and influence of the economic logic of the mar-
ket (Block, 1990). By extension, we can use anomie for
understanding socialization and specifically explain
problematic socialization.

In relation to the role of mass media, the research
focuses on the effects on young ages. The exposure of
youngsters to media can cause two kinds of effects.
First, short-term effects include simple imitation and
transfer of enthusiasm. Second, the long-term effects
involve learning through observation or desensitization



of emotions. All these have different application and
impact according to age, but overall are very strong
(Greenwood and Pietromonaco, 2004).

Recent field research is the impact of interactive
media such as online gaming, sending and receiving
messages among children and adolescents. The
results so far indicate that although there are differ-
ences in age, gender, and motivation, the influence of
Internet is particularly important at younger ages
(Lenhart, A, et. Al. 2001).

The research experience so far agrees: the way the
material is presented by the media, creates or increas-
es a feeling of anomie. If we accept that the media
have a key role in shaping the self, i.e. socialization, we
conclude that socialization, especially by the media can
turn out to be problematic.

Applications and examples are many. One applica-
tion is the members of a society do not share the same
sense of what is right and what is not, what should and
what should not be. This increases in recent years with
the way that media present aspect of immigration. This
leads to the disruption of social cohesion, resulting in
the decline of importance that individuals attach to insti-
tutionalized rules, focusing on extra-institutional factors
such as race.

The next application refers to the case that the rules
are not consistent with the defined values, when the
behavior does not serve the objectives or worse
impedes their achievement. One example is the behav-
ior expressed by athletes in a race. Their goal is to win
with what this may mean, not necessarily victory
through socially acceptable procedures or through law-
ful means.

The third case describes the relationship between
the construction of norms and that of ideas. The differ-
ence between these two creates an anomic situation
leading many people to alienation due to inability to
participate in the reality presented by the media. For
example, the persistent presentation of particular
lifestyle by the media can lead to loss of goals and
anomie among people who are convinced of its value
but fail to follow it. That is, it is perceived as a case
where society promises something in the beginning
that is denied later on in reality. 

Finally, we can refer to the anomie that is created
due to the difference between the institutional construct
and the construct of opportunity. A typical example is
the insistence of media in presenting opportunistic and
fast wealth, through lucky games or situations. The
result is the decline of the importance of hard work and
long term effort in the minds of individuals. 

Conclusion

This presentation attempts a connection between
structural characteristics of society and the concept of
socialization. The central argument used is that
because of sudden social change, a state of anomie is
created. This anomie, particularly through the role of
the media results in problematic socialization.
Emphasizing the exploration of the connection
between anomie and socialization, this presentation
focuses on the social context and the social structures
that define socialization.

The term anomie describes the difficulties or short-
comings in finding objectives and direction. It is argued
that in today's western societies anomie is increasing.
Central to this process are the media as agents of
socialization.

In conclusion, socialization problems are not due
directly to the character and personality of each indi-
vidual. They are largely a result of structural changes
and structural problems in the wider society. This diffi-
culty creates persons with contradictory socialization.

So, starting from weak and anomic social struc-
tures, we arrive at persons who find it difficult to under-
stand their position in the social context. We conclude
that the problem is not that there are no values. There
always have been. The problem is that values change
and through this change, we lose our firm reference
points. This process is much more pronounced when
the level of anomie are high.

Τhe connection of the two concepts, anomie and
socialization appears important. However, it remains to
be investigated how powerful this is through the quan-
tification of specific characteristics.
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