Ten Things Everyone Should Know About Culture
1. What it is.  Culture refers to a dynamic network of knowledge and beliefs shared, maintained, and modified by members of a group in their interaction with each other.  In short, culture refers to ideas that you share and develop with other people.  Traditions and customs are part of culture, but so are fads, new styles, and other ideas that break with the past.  
2. Culture is a major form of human adaptation.  Culture is a distinctive and dominant trait of the human species.  It has enabled groups to communicate and collaborate in solving problems and planning the future.  It has enabled human beings to adapt to many different environments, through creative thought rather than genetic change.  Today, the key adaptive challenge facing all cultural systems is how to communicate and think beyond their own boundaries.  
3. All of us see the world partly through the lens of our own cultural backgrounds, although we are often unaware of this.  We can internalize cultural ideas to such a degree that we are no longer aware they are cultural.  We think they are natural and that all right-minded people see the world the same way.  The first step in cross-cultural understanding, therefore, is recognizing the role of culture in one’s own thinking. 
4. Relativism is a powerful tool for understanding the behavior of those unlike ourselves.  Relativism involves thinking about a different ways of life in terms of their own concepts and circumstances, rather than one’s own.   This includes putting cultural beliefs in their contexts. Relativism requires (1) identifying the contexts (other cultural ideas, political pressures, economic forces, international relations, migratory patterns, environmental conditions) that frame a particular cultural belief or practice, and (2) analyzing the function, impact, and meaning of the belief or practice relative to these contexts.
5. Cultural relativism is not the same as moral relativism.  Cultural relativism is a method of understanding beliefs.  Moral relativism is a method of ethical judgment (in which you determine an action to be moral if the cultural system of that person says it is moral). Understanding a way of life in general or a particular action in specific does not necessarily mean condoning it.  To be a cultural relativist does not necessarily mean you have to be a moral relativist. 
6. Not all differences in behavior are cultural.  Having said all this, one must be careful not to overuse the concept of culture.  Not all differences can be attributed to culture.  Statements such as “that’s just their culture” often overlook important political and economic forces that are at work.  Such statements also mask the political and economic inequities that frame our lives. And they imply that people cannot change, that they are stuck in a certain way of thinking. A way of life and a culture are not entirely the same.
7. It is better to speak of “a cultural system” rather than “a culture”.  The term “culture” often ends up reducing a complex set of ideas to a single stereotype.  The term is often used to treat the complex, dynamic, flexible, changing phenomenon of culture as if it were unchanging, rigid, and all of one piece.  The phrase “cultural system” is a more precise way of describing the variations and specializations within any set of cultural ideas – variations based on subcultures, which in turn are based on gender, age, occupation, location, and so forth. 
8. All cultural systems change over time.  Culture changes in response to circumstances.  Indeed this is what has made it such an important mode of human adaptation.  What is known as the “essentialist” view of culture, however, sees any particular cultural system as centering around unchanging ideas and customs – thus placing that culture in a museum.  The “constructivist” view, on the other hand, recognizes that culture is shaped and reshaped on a daily basis.  
9. Cultural systems are shaped by their interaction with other systems as well as their own internal dynamics.  Cultural systems do not operate in a vacuum.  All cultural systems are in contact with other cultural systems, now more so than ever.  This contact, in turn, reshapes each of the cultural systems that are involved.  To treat each cultural system as if it moves only on its own momentum is to ignore the very strong forces of colonialism, globalization, commercialization, mass media, and foreign relations that frame the entire world.
10. Countries and culture have a complex relationship with each other. A country can have more than one cultural system within it, and these systems interact in complex ways.  In reverse, cultural systems can spread across more than one country.   Also a single individual person can participate in more than one country (e.g., dual citizenship) and more than one cultural system (e.g., the child of immigrants from two different home countries).  
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