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The Role of Culture in Shaping Human Societies in Anthropology

Bruce Bedew

Department of Culture, University of Helsinki, Helsinki, Finland

DESCRIPTION

Culture is a central concept in anthropology, a field of study
dedicated to understanding human societies, behaviors and the
ways people live across the world. Essentially, culture refers to
the shared practices, beliefs, values, customs and norms that
distinguish one group of people from another. It includes both
material and non-material aspects, which are transmitted across
generations and help to change the worldview of individuals
within a society. Anthropology, by studying culture, aims to
reveal the underlying structures that define how humans interact
with each other, adapt to their environments and make sense of
the world around them.

In anthropology, culture is seen as a system of shared symbols,
meanings and behaviors. These symbols, which can be anything
from language and gestures to objects and rituals, convey
particular meanings that are understood within the context of a
given society. Language plays an important role in culture as it is
the primary tool for communication. It allows humans to
ideas, pass on knowledge shared
understandings. Through language, individuals can engage in
social relationships, build communities and contribute to the
larger cultural fabric.

express and create

Beliefs and values are also integral components of culture. Every
culture has its own set of beliefs, which may include religious
views, ethical systems or philosophical outlooks. These beliefs
guide behaviors, influence societal norms and help to change
the moral and social frameworks that individuals adhere to.
Values reflect what is considered important or desirable in a
given society, such as individual freedom or community
solidarity. They direct social behavior and help to form the
moral compass of a culture. For example, in some cultures, the
family unit is highly valued, while
achievement or independence is emphasized.

in others, personal

Customs and norms are also essential elements of culture.
Norms are the rules or standards that control behavior in
society. They can be formal, such as laws or informal, such as
unwritten social expectations. These norms are often learned
through socialization processes and guide how individuals

behave in various situations. Customs, on the other hand, are
repetitive practices or traditions that are shared by members of a
culture. These may include daily routines, celebrations or special
rituals. Customs help maintain cultural continuity by preserving
practices that are significant to a society’s identity. For example,
festivals or religious ceremonies are common customs that not
only reflect cultural values but also reinforce the sense of
belonging among members of a community.

Material culture refers to the physical objects and artifacts that
people create and use in their daily lives. This can include
everything from clothing and tools to architecture and art.
Material culture provides tangible evidence of how people live,
what technologies they develop and what they value. For
anthropologists, studying material culture is important for
understanding the practical and symbolic aspects of a society.
Artifacts, for instance, can reveal observations into a culture’s
economy, social structure and worldview. Through the study of
material culture, anthropologists are able to reconstruct aspects
of past societies and understand how different cultures have
adapted to their environments over time.

In addition to these aspects, culture is also organized through
social institutions like family, education and religion. These
institutions are the structures through which cultural values and
norms are transmitted and reinforced. The family, as a primary
institution, is responsible for raising and socializing children,
instilling cultural beliefs and maintaining social order. Similarly,
education systems and religious institutions play significant roles
in changing cultural attitudes and guiding behavior. Political
institutions, meanwhile, help regulate and organize society
through laws and governance.

An essential concept in anthropology when studying culture is
cultural relativism. This principle encourages anthropologists to
understand cultures on their own terms rather than judging
them by the standards of another culture. By adopting this
perspective, anthropologists can avoid ethnocentrism, the belief
that one’s own culture is superior to others. Cultural relativism
emphasizes the importance of looking at cultural practices in
context, which is essential for gaining an unbiased and complete
understanding of human diversity.
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Culture is also a key factor in human adaptation. It allows
individuals and societies to respond to their environment,
meeting basic needs such as food, shelter and reproduction.
Humans use cultural practices to adapt to a wide range of
environments, from deserts to rainforests and to develop
strategies for survival. Cultural adaptation can include changes
in technology, social organization or economic practices. Over
time, cultures evolve as they respond to new challenges, such as
migration, contact with other cultures or shifts in the
environment.

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, culture is the fabric that connects individuals to
their societies and helps define who they are. It changes human
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behavior, provides meaning to life and influences how people
relate to each other and their surroundings. For anthropologists,
understanding culture is essential to study the complexities of
human life, as it reveals both the diversity of human experiences
and the shared elements that unite all people. Through the
study of culture, anthropology provides valuable observations
into the ways in which societies function, how humans adapt
and what it means to be part of a particular cultural group.
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