
5CHAPTER 1: InTROduCTIOn TO CulTuRAl AnTHROPOlOgy

THE CULTURE CONCEPT

So, what is culture? Much more than a concept of being “civilized,” culture is all of 
the understandings that people share as members of a community, whether phys-
ical, virtual, or diasporic (spread across the world). Actually, there are nearly as 
many definitions of culture as there are people who write about it, but Table 1.1 
highlights a few definitions, starting with Edward Burnett Tylor’s from 1871, which 
holds up fairly well.

In the table, you’ll notice that even though there are minor differences in the 
way these writers think about how culture works, they all have a common theme: 
culture is learned and shared. Importantly, we’re not programmed in any sort of 
innate way—culture is not part of our DNA or biology. It is also fluid and chang-
ing, and not linked to national borders or ethnicities. But as we adopt our own 
culture, we are provided with a way to understand ourselves, our communities, and 
the world, such as the areas of life listed in Table 1.2.

TABLE 1.1

definitions of Culture

Tylor (1871:1) that complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, 
morals, law, custom, and any other capabilities and habits 
acquired by man (sic)* as a member of society

Kluckhohn and Kelly 
(1945:78)

all those historically created designs for living, explicit and 
implicit, rational, irrational, and non-rational, which exist 
at any given time as potential guides for the behavior of 
men (sic)

Parson (1949:8) those patterns relative to behavior and the products of 
human action which may be inherited, that is, passed 
on from generation to generation independently of the 
biological genes

Damen (1987:367) learned and shared human patterns or models for living, 
day-to-day living patterns

*Note: The term (sic) is generally used to signal that a mistake appeared in the original 
quotation. I use it here to signal that anthropologists today use the term human or people to refer 
to people of all sexes and genders, and not man.
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