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Understanding the cultural fabric of the United States requires delving into the intricate distinctions
between mores and folkways. The statement "Across The United States, mores vary more than folkways" is
a thought-provoking assertion that invites exploration into how different social norms and customs shape
regional identities. While both mores and folkways are vital components of culture, they serve different
functions and exhibit varying degrees of variability across the country. This article examines these
differences in depth, highlighting how regional, social, and historical factors influence the variability of

mores and folkways throughout the United States.

Defining Mores and Folkways

Before analyzing their variability, it’s essential to understand what mores and folkways are and how they

function within society.

What Are Mores?

Mores are strongly held norms that are considered essential to the moral and ethical standards of a
community. They often relate to core values such as honesty, respect, and morality. Violating mores

typically results in severe social sanctions, including legal consequences or social ostracism. For example:

Incest

Theft

Blasphemy

Serious acts of violence

Mores serve as moral touchstones that uphold the social order and define what is fundamentally right or

wrong within a society.



What Are Folkways?

Folkways, on the other hand, are informal norms governing everyday behavior that are less strictly
enforced. They pertain to customs, traditions, and etiquette that facilitate social interaction and cohesion.
Violations of folkways may result in mild social disapproval but rarely lead to severe sanctions. Examples

include:

Greeting customs

Table manners

Dress codes for casual settings

Celebration traditions

Folkways help maintain social harmony and facilitate predictable behavior, but they are more flexible and

subject to change over time.

The Variability of Mores and Folkways in the United States

The central question of whether mores vary more than folkways across the United States hinges on
understanding how regional differences manifest in each. The diversity of American regions—ranging

from the Northeast to the South, Midwest, West, and beyond—creates a complex mosaic of cultural norms.

Regional Variations in Mores

Mores tend to be rooted in deep-seated moral and religious values, which can vary significantly across

regions due to historical, religious, and ethnic influences.

¢ Religion and Morality: Regions with strong religious traditions, such as the Bible Belt in the South,
often have mores that emphasize morality based on Christian teachings. For instance, attitudes
toward issues like premarital sex, drug use, and marriage can differ markedly from more secular

regions.
e Historical Context: The history of a region influences its moral standards. For example, the abolitionist
movement and civil rights history in the South have shaped mores related to racial equality and

justice.

¢ Legal and Social Sanctions: Certain behaviors considered morally unacceptable in one region may be



tolerated or even normalized in another, reflecting the variability in mores across the country.

Example: Attitudes toward abortion demonstrate significant regional differences, with some states holding

strict anti-abortion mores rooted in religious beliefs, while others adopt more permissive moral standards.

Regional Variations in Folkways

Folkways, being more about social etiquette and customs, tend to be more adaptable and show substantial

regional differences influenced by local traditions, climate, and historical migration patterns.

¢ Greeting Customs: A handshake might be standard in the Midwest, while a cheek kiss or a hug may

be more common in the South or among certain ethnic communities.

¢ Food and Dining Etiquette: Eating habits and table manners vary widely—e.g., the use of utensils

versus eating with hands in different cultural groups or regions.

¢ Festivals and Celebrations: Regional folkways are evident in local festivals, holiday traditions, and

community events that reflect local history and cultural influences.

Example: The cowboy culture of the Western states has distinct folkways related to rodeos, western attire,

and outdoor dining customs, contrasting with coastal urban areas' more cosmopolitan folkways.

Why Mores Vary More Than Folkways in the U.S.

Given the definitions and examples above, it might seem intuitive to think that folkways, being more
superficial, would vary more than mores. However, in the context of the United States, the opposite is

often true.

Deeply Held Values and Moral Frameworks

Mores are based on fundamental moral and religious beliefs that are deeply ingrained in regional identities.
These core values tend to be resistant to change and are often tied to historical and cultural roots that differ

sharply from one region to another.



Historical and Cultural Influences

The historical development of the U.S. has led to distinct moral codes in different regions. For example:

e The Puritan influence in New England fostered strict moral standards related to sobriety, education,

and community responsibility.

e The frontier and cowboy culture in the West contributed to a rugged individualism and a different

set of moral expectations.

¢ The plantation economy in the South historically reinforced certain social mores related to hierarchy

and racial segregation.

These core moral differences make mores more variable across states and regions than folkways, which are

more fluid and adaptable.

Folkways’ Flexibility and Cultural Exchange

Folkways are more susceptible to influence from popular culture, media, and social trends, which tend to

diffuse quickly across regions. For example:
e Fashion trends
e Music styles

e Language slang

These are more likely to homogenize folkways across the country, reducing regional differences over time.

Conclusion: The variability of mores across the United States is greater than that of folkways because mores
are rooted in fundamental moral and religious values that differ significantly among regions, whereas
folkways tend to be more adaptable and influenced by cultural exchange, making them more uniform

nationally over time.

Implications for Cultural Understanding and Social Cohesion

Recognizing the extent to which mores and folkways vary across the United States has important

implications for social cohesion, policy-making, and intercultural communication.



Social Cohesion and Regional Identity

Understanding regional mores helps explain social cohesion within communities and how conflicts may

arise from differing moral standards. For example:

¢ Policy debates on issues like gun control or reproductive rights often hinge on regional differences in

moral values.

e Community initiatives or marketing strategies need to consider local folkways to be effective.

Challenges in National Unity

The diversity in mores can pose challenges for national unity, especially when moral standards clash on

contentious issues. Recognizing these differences promotes empathy and more effective dialogue.

Summary

In sum, the statement "Across The United States, mores vary more than folkways" holds significant truth.
While folkways tend to be more flexible and influenced by cultural exchange, mores are deeply rooted in
moral and religious beliefs that differ markedly across regions. These differences shape regional identities

and influence social interactions, laws, and cultural norms throughout the country.

Understanding the distinctions between mores and folkways and their respective variabilities enriches our
appreciation of American diversity and underscores the importance of cultural sensitivity. Whether for
policymakers, educators, or individuals engaging in cross-cultural communication, recognizing these norms

is essential for fostering social harmony and respecting regional identities in the United States.

Frequently Asked Questions

Is it true that across the United States, mores vary more than folkways?

True. Mores tend to be more strongly held and vary more significantly across different regions compared

to folkways.

What is the main difference between mores and folkways in American

culture?

Mores are moral norms that are strictly enforced, while folkways are everyday customs and manners that



are less strictly followed.

Why do mores vary more across the United States than folkways?

Because mores are tied to core moral beliefs that can differ significantly between cultures and communities,

leading to greater variation.

Can you give an example of a mores that varies across the U.S.?

An example is attitudes toward capital punishment, which vary significantly between states and regions.

Are folkways more consistent nationwide compared to mores?

Yes, folkways tend to be more uniform across the country, reflecting common customs and social etiquette.

How do regional differences impact mores in the United States?

Regional differences influence moral beliefs and practices, leading to variations in mores across the country.

Is the statement 'Across The United States, Mores Vary More Than
Folkways' supported by sociological research?

Yes, sociological studies generally support that mores show greater variation than folkways across different

regions in the U.S.

Why is understanding the variation in mores important in American
society?

Because it helps in understanding cultural diversity, social conflicts, and the importance of respecting

different moral values across regions.

Additional Resources

Across The United States, Mores Vary More Than Folkways: A Deep Dive into Cultural Norms and Social

Expectations



Introduction

The United States, often celebrated as a melting pot of cultures, traditions, and lifestyles, presents a
fascinating landscape for studying social norms. Central to understanding societal behavior are two
fundamental concepts introduced by sociologist William Graham Sumner: mores and folkways. While both
are types of social norms that guide individual conduct, they differ significantly in their nature,
importance, and implications. The statement, "Across the United States, mores vary more than folkways,"
invites a nuanced examination of these norms across regional, cultural, and social spectrums within the

country.

This review will explore the definitions of mores and folkways, analyze their variations across the U.S., and
discuss the implications of these differences. We will also examine real-world examples, sociological

theories, and contemporary trends that influence how these norms manifest in different communities.

Understanding Mores and Folkways

Defining Folkways

Folkways are the informal norms or everyday customs that govern casual interactions and behaviors
within a society. They are generally considered polite or conventional but are not morally significant.
Violating folkways typically results in mild social sanctions such as disapproval or awkwardness. Examples

include:

- Greeting someone with a handshake
- Dressing appropriately for different occasions
- Using polite language like "please” and "thank you"

- Observing table manners

Folkways tend to be culturally specific but are adaptable over time. They reflect social preferences rather

than moral imperatives and are often rooted in tradition or social etiquette.

Defining Mores

Mores are norms that are considered morally significant and uphold the core values of a society. They are

more rigid and carry stronger sanctions when violated. Violations of mores can lead to serious social



condemnation, legal action, or even ostracism. Examples include:

- Laws against theft or murder
- Norms against incest or adultery
- Moral expectations regarding honesty or fidelity

- Religious prohibitions

Mores are deeply embedded in a society’s moral fabric and often linked to religious, ethical, or cultural

beliefs that define right and wrong.

Variations of Mores and Folkways Across the United States

The United States is geographically vast and culturally diverse. This diversity results in significant
regional, ethnic, and social differences in norms. Understanding whether mores vary more than folkways

requires analyzing the nature and scope of these differences.

Regional Variations and Their Impact

The U.S. can be divided into several broad regions, each with distinct cultural identities:

- The South: Known for its emphasis on hospitality, religiosity, and traditional gender roles.

- The Midwest: Characterized by its values of hard work, community, and modesty.

- The Northeast: Often associated with urban sophistication, progressive attitudes, and a focus on
individualism.

- The West: Noted for its openness to diversity, innovation, and sometimes more relaxed social norms.
These regional distinctions influence both folkways and mores:

- Folkways: Dress codes, food preferences, and social customs vary widely (e.g., southern hospitality
customs vs. urban fashion in NYC).

- Mores: Moral attitudes towards issues like gun control, abortion, or religion can differ markedly. For
example, attitudes towards alcohol consumption, drug use, or LGBTQ+ rights may be more conservative in

the South than in parts of the Northeast or West Coast.

Example: In the Deep South, certain religious mores strongly oppose behaviors like publicly LGBTQ+
displays, whereas in progressive urban centers like San Francisco, such behaviors are widely accepted and

integrated into social norms.



Ethnic and Cultural Influences

The U.S. is home to numerous ethnic communities, each with their own norms:

- Immigrant communities: For example, traditional Mexican folkways emphasize family cohesion and
respect for elders, which influence social conduct in certain states.
- Religious groups: Ultra-Orthodox Jewish or Muslim communities maintain distinct mores regarding dress,

dietary laws, and gender roles, which may differ from mainstream American norms.

These cultural mores can sometimes clash with or influence broader societal mores, leading to regional or

community-specific variations.

Socioeconomic Factors and Education

Socioeconomic status and education levels also shape norms:

- Wealthier communities may have stricter folkways regarding social etiquette.
- Education influences awareness and acceptance of diverse mores, especially concerning social justice

issues.

Implication: Variations in mores tend to be more pronounced across socioeconomic lines, with differing

moral viewpoints about issues like poverty, welfare, or criminal justice.

Why Do Mores Vary More Than Folkways? An Analytical

Perspective

The core of the statement hinges on the idea that mores exhibit greater variability than folkways across the

United States. Several sociological theories and observations support this claim.

The Nature of Mores and Folkways

- Folkways are more superficial and adaptable, often reflecting casual social customs that can change rapidly
with fashion, trends, or external influences.
- Mores are rooted in moral values and societal ideals, making them inherently more resistant to change but

also more susceptible to regional or cultural differences due to differing moral frameworks.



Empirical Evidence

Numerous studies and surveys reveal:

- Folkways such as dress codes, dining manners, or greeting customs tend to show regional differences but
are generally similar at the national level.
- Mores like attitudes toward sexuality, religious observance, and moral judgments about behaviors show

significant variation, often aligning with regional, religious, or cultural identities.

Example: The acceptability of premarital sex varies widely, with more conservative regions (e.g., the Bible

Belt) holding stricter mores than more liberal regions (e.g., West Coast).

Legal and Moral Frameworks

Legal systems codify some mores, but many moral mores remain informal and culturally specific. Because
laws are designed to reflect the dominant mores, regions with different moral priorities often have varying

legal standards, further emphasizing the variability of mores.

- Example: Abortion laws differ significantly from state to state, reflecting underlying moral mores about

reproductive rights.

Historical and Cultural Roots

Historical experiences, religious influences, and cultural practices shape regional mores more deeply than
folkways. For example, the history of slavery, indigenous cultures, or religious revival movements

contribute to distinct moral perspectives in different parts of the country.

Contemporary Trends and the Changing Landscape

The assertion that mores vary more than folkways is increasingly complex given contemporary social

dynamics.



Globalization and Media Influence

- The proliferation of digital media and communication has led to the sharing of folkways across regions,
leading to a homogenization of superficial customs.
- However, deeply held mores tend to persist longer, especially when tied to religious or cultural

identities.

Social Movements and Shifts in Mores

- Movements advocating for civil rights, gender equality, or LGBTQ+ acceptance challenge traditional
mores, leading to shifts in moral standards.

- These changes often occur unevenly across regions, amplifying the variation in mores.

Legal Reforms and Policy Changes

- The legalization of same-sex marriage or marijuana in certain states exemplifies changing mores, but

resistance persists in other areas, reinforcing regional differences.

Conclusion

The statement "Across the United States, mores vary more than folkways" holds considerable validity

when examined through sociological, cultural, and regional lenses.

- Folkways tend to be more uniform and adaptable, influenced by fashion, etiquette, and social trends that
can diffuse nationally or globally.

- Mores, rooted in moral values, religious beliefs, and cultural identities, tend to exhibit greater regional and
community-specific variability. They are less susceptible to rapid change and often reflect deeper societal

divides.

Understanding these differences is crucial for sociologists, policymakers, and cultural analysts aiming to
navigate America's complex social fabric. Recognizing the variability in mores can foster greater cultural

sensitivity and promote more effective communication across diverse communities.

In sum, while both mores and folkways show regional variations, the depth, moral significance, and
resistance to change of mores make them more variable across the United States. This variability
underscores the country’s rich tapestry of cultural identities and moral outlooks, shaping American society

in profound ways.



References:

- Sumner, William Graham. Folkways: A Study of the Sociological Importance of Usages, Manners,
Customs, Mores, and Morals. 1906.

- Giddens, Anthony. Sociology. (Various editions discuss norms and social values).

- Hofstede, Geert. Cultural Dimensions Theory.

- Pew Research Center reports on regional cultural differences and social attitudes.

- Sociological studies on regional variation in the U.S.

Final Note: Appreciating the depth of social norms and their regional variations enhances our
understanding of American society’s complexities. Recognizing that mores can vary more significantly than

folkways encourages respect for diverse moral frameworks and cultural practices across the country.
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