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In their book Measuring Culture, scholars John W. Mohr, Christopher A. Bail, Margaret 

Frye, Jennifer C. Lena, Omar Lizardo, Terence E. McDonnell, and Ann Mische (2020) put forward 

a plan for how sociologists can measure culture through people, objects, and relationships.  The 

study of cultural sociology is connected to the scientific study of meaning-making, which is 

comprised of at least two inseparable components: (1) interpretation and (2) measurement (Mohr 

et al. 2020).  For Mohr et al. (2020), who share “a realist bent” (p.23), “even data produced within 

the most qualitative tradition…becomes amenable to more quantitative techniques as soon as they 

are externalized in the form of field notes or interview transcriptions” (p.12).  Yet, “[t]o try to do 

away with interpretation and focus on so-called hard facts is actually quite woolly headed…[for] 
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there can be no measurement of culture without interpretation” (Mohr et al. 2020, p.13).  

Ultimately, Mohr et al. (2020) defend that qualitative methods do not negate the need for well-

defined measurements and quantitative methods do not negate the reality that interpretive action 

must occur.  Consequently, the goal of Measuring Culture is to propose “how cultural sociologists 

can combine interpretivist and formalist approaches in the study of culture” (Mohr et al. 2020, 

p.14).  

 The first three chapters of Measuring Culture follow a repeating structure, which expose 

readers to three overarching areas of cultural measurement, i.e., people, objects, and social 

relationships (Mohr et al. 2020).  Within each chapter, Mohr et al. (2020) first present the historical 

uses of a particular measurement before discussing the technical choices imbedded within that 

measurement, made in order to overcome specific challenges in the research process.  The first 

chapter begins by discussing “how culture can be measured by observing people as they think, 

talk, and act” (Mohr et al. 2020, p.28); however, if “dual process models” are correct, then 

researchers must distinguish between participants’ slow, deliberative thinking and their swift, 

nondeliberative thinking (Mohr et al. 2020, p.32).  According to Mohr et al. (2020), no singular 

method is able to fully capture both modes of thinking, but rather “some methods will be tilted to 

one process or the other” and “all methods capture traces of both” (p.33).  The authors conclude 

this chapter by acknowledging their own limitations in reducing measurements of human 

observation down to the three categories of “think,” “talk,” and “act” since their discussion leaves 

out other important human expressions such as emotions (Mohr et al. 2020). 

 In the second chapter, Mohr et al. (2020) transition to measuring culture in objects.  Since 

multiple and even contradictory meanings can be exegeted from one cultural object, sociologists 
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“have an allergy to scholars assigning meaning to objects” themselves and instead prefer to 

measure others’ interpretative meanings of objects (Mohr et al. 2020, p.61).  However, Mohr et al. 

(2020) suggest this may be the field’s way of shirking its responsibility to address its core 

questions.  Historically, a cultural object is shared between members of society, has a material 

form and is therefore perceptible through our five senses, and has some level of durable meaning 

through time (Mohr et al. 2020).  How objects are sorted (e.g., sacred versus profane) can also 

provide insight into “the organizing principles of a community” (Mohr et al. 2020, p.71).  Given 

the multivalent properties of objects, Mohr et al. (2020) warn readers not to assume that “the object 

in front of you is the same as the object used by the people you are studying” (p.76). 

Chapter Three then illustrates how culture is not only a component in persons and objects, 

but that culture also plays a critical role in the formation of relationships, which can occur at three 

social levels: (1) interpersonal interactions, (2) networks, and (3) fields (Mohr et al. 2020).  Rather 

than focusing on relatively static “substances” for observation, a relational approach focuses on 

dynamic “transactions” between persons and objects (Mohr et al. 2020, p.92).  Within the first 

social level of interpersonal interaction, “[p]atterns of meaning do not reside ‘in’ actors…Rather, 

meaning resides in the back-and-forth among actors,” and therefore meaning cannot occur in 

advance of that interaction (Mohr et al. 2020, p.94).  Within the second social level of networks, 

rooted in anthropology and psychology, their relationship to culture can be expressed as causal, 

descriptive, or co-constitutive (Mohr et al. 2020).  Finally, within the third social level of fields, 

patterns of behavior can be observed where mutual influence is asserted between actors “regardless 

of whether we have any measures of direct connectivity between the elements within the field” 
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(Mohr et al. 2020, p.110).  As a whole, this chapter describes the dynamic nature of meaning 

making as it is constituted and continuously reconstituted during relational exchanges. 

After guiding readers through these three principal approaches to how culture is measured, 

Mohr et al. (2020) conclude with a fourth chapter, providing three examples of how sociologists 

have “pivoted” their approach to measuring culture at key moments during their research process 

(p.120).  First, DiMaggio’s research pivoted “from personal attitudes to conflict-events, and then 

to media representations” (Mohr et al. 2020, p.128).  Second, Mische’s work revealed how “the 

moment of measurement ends up amplifying interpretation” rather than eliminating interpretation 

(Mohr et al. 2020, p.135).  Lastly, the progression of Wagner-Pacifici, Mohr, and Breiger’s work 

highlights the advantages and limitations to computer-generated textual interpretations.  All three 

examples reveal the “deep interplay of measurement and hermeneutics” and the vital skill of 

researchers being able to develop new methods to help them understand particular situations (Mohr 

et al. 2020, p.142). 

In summary, Mohr et al. (2020) defend a need for “the melding of techniques of 

measurement and interpretation” (p.141), making Measuring Culture essential to graduate student 

curricula.  Culture can be studied by measuring at least three elements – people, objects, and 

relationships.  However, Mohr et al. (2020) also assert that sociologists must develop ways to 

measure the “potentiality” and “absence” of these elements in any given culture (p.150).  

Practically speaking, this will require greater interdisciplinary work between sociologists and other 

social scientists, as well as a deeper recognition from previous studies that “the push to formalize 

measurement…only amplified the need for more hermeneutic work” (Mohr et al. 2020, p.153).  

The rapid increase in data acquisition and computer analysis thus cannot replace the need for the 

interpretative work of cultural sociologists (Mohr et al. 2020).  


