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The Elements of Culture Main Ideas
• Human beings are members

of social groups with shared

and unique sets of behaviors

and attitudes.

• Language and religion are

two very important aspects 

of culture.

Places & Terms 
culture cultural hearth

society acculturation

ethnic group dialect

innovation religion

diffusion
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A HUMAN PERSPECTIVE In an article titled “The 100% American,”
anthropologist Ralph Linton described how a typical American, in eat-
ing breakfast, had borrowed from other cultures. 

He has coffee, an Abyssinian plant, with cream and sugar. Both
the domestication of cows and the idea of milking them origi-
nated in the Near East, while sugar was first made in India. . . .
As a side dish he may have the egg of a species of bird domes-
ticated in Indo-China, or thin strips of the flesh of an animal
domesticated in Eastern Asia.

Borrowing from other cultures is common around the world, even if we
are not aware of it.

Defining Culture
What makes us similar to some people in the world
but different from most others? The answer is cul-
ture. Culture is the total of knowledge, attitudes, and
behaviors shared by and passed on by the members
of a specific group. Culture acts as a blueprint for
how a group of people should behave if they want to
fit in with the group. It ties us to one group and sep-
arates us from other groups—and helps us to solve
the problems that all humans face. Culture involves
the following factors:

• food and shelter • education
• religion • security/protection 
• relationships to • political and social

family and others organization 

• language • creative expression

A group that shares a geographic region, a sense of
identity, and a culture is called a society. Sometimes
you will hear the term ethnic group used to refer to a
specific group that shares a language, customs, and a
common heritage. An ethnic group has an identity as
a separate group of people within the region where
they live. For example, the San peoples—known as the
Bushmen of the Kalahari Desert in Africa—live in a
specific territory, speak their own language, and have
a social organization distinct from other groups living
in the region.

Clan 2 Clan 4Clan 3Clan 1

Family 1 Family 2 Family 3

As a member of different divisions of a 

society, an individual learns its culture. 

A tribe is made of clans.

A clan is made of families.

A family is made of individuals.

The individuals within the family share daily practices.

The families within the clan share language and religion.

The clans within the tribe share a world view.

Society and the Individual

Family

Individual

Tribe

Clan
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MOVEMENT A

satellite dish brings the

outside world to a

Mongolian family living

in this traditional

house called a yurt.

How does this
picture show
acculturation?

Culture Change and Exchange
Cultures and societies are always in the process of changing. Change
comes very slowly to some societies and rapidly to others. It can come
about through innovation or the spread of ideas or behaviors from one
culture to another.

INNOVATION Taking existing technology and resources and creating
something new to meet a need is called innovation. For example, to
solve the need for storage of goods, some societies invented baskets
woven from reeds because reeds were abundant. Other cultures devel-
oped clay pots to solve the same problem.

Innovation and invention may happen on purpose or by accident.
History is filled with examples of “accidents” that changed the life of a
society. For example, the first cooked meat may have happened by acci-
dent, but it led to the practice of cooking most food rather than eating
it raw.

DIFFUSION Good ideas or inven-
tions are hard to keep secret—they
spread when people from different
societies, or their ideas and inven-
tions, come into contact with one
another. This spread of ideas, inven-
tions, or patterns of behavior is
called diffusion. In an age of elec-
tronic technology, diffusion can
happen very quickly. Television and
the Internet speed ideas and facili-
tate the sale of goods around the
globe. Almost no group of people
can avoid some kind of contact with
other societies.

A cultural hearth is a site of innovation from which basic ideas, mate-
rials, and technology diffuse to many cultures. River civilizations such
as those along the Indus River in South Asia, Huang He in East Asia,
the Nile River in Africa, and the Tigris and Euphrates in Southwest Asia
are the best known cultural hearths. 

ACCULTURATION Exposure to an innovation does not guarantee that a
society will accept that innovation. Individuals in the society must
decide whether the innovation is useful and consistent with its basic
principles. Acculturation occurs when a society changes because it
accepts or adopts an innovation. An example of acculturation might be
wearing jeans instead of traditional garments.

Sometimes individuals or a group adopt innovations that radically
change the society. The resulting changes may have a positive or a neg-
ative effect on the society, depending on how the change came about. If
change is forced on a group, it may have negative consequences. On the
other hand, if the individuals or a group accept the change, it may lead
to a better life for everyone. For example, the lives of thousands of peo-
ple in Somalia were saved when they were persuaded to be vaccinated
for smallpox in the 1970s.

Seeing Patterns
In which 

locations would

diffusion happen

less frequently?
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Language
Language is one of the most important aspects of culture
because it allows the people within a culture to commu-
nicate with each other. Language reflects all aspects of
culture, including the physical area occupied by the soci-
ety. For example, a society that lives in the subarctic or
tundra region may have many different words to
describe various forms of snow. However, those words
would be useless for a culture in a place with no snow. 

LANGUAGE AND IDENTITY Language helps establish a
cultural identity. It builds a group identity and a sense of
unity among those who speak the language. If a language
is spoken throughout a political region, a spirit of unity
and sometimes nationalism (a strong feeling of pride in
one’s nation) grows. Language can also divide people. If
more than one language is spoken in an area, but one lan-
guage seems to be favored, then conflict sometimes
results. In Canada, for example, where both English and
French are spoken, French Canadians pressured the gov-
ernment to recognize both French and English as official
languages. 

LANGUAGE FAMILIES Geographers estimate that
between 3,000 and 6,500 languages are spoken across the
world today. The languages are categorized by placing
them with other similar languages in language families.
(See page 74.) Today’s languages evolved from earlier lan-
guages. One of the earlier languages, called Nostratic,
developed in the area known today as Turkey. Nostratic is
believed to be the basis of the Indo-European languages
that you see on the chart on page 74. Languages as different
as English, Russian, Hindi, and Greek all developed from the
Indo-European family.

Versions of a language are called dialects. A dialect
reflects changes in speech patterns related to class, region, or other
cultural changes. For example, in the United States, dialects might
include a Southern drawl, a Boston accent, or even street slang. 

LANGUAGE DIFFUSION Like other aspects of culture, language can be
diffused in many ways. It may follow trade routes or even be invented.
For example, Swahili developed as a trade language between Arabic
traders and Bantu-speaking tribes on Africa’s east coast. Sometimes a
blended language develops to aid communication among groups speak-
ing several languages. In Louisiana, the presence of French, African,
and North American peoples resulted in a blended language called
Louisiana Creole.

A second way diffusion occurs is through migration. As people settle
in new locations, the language they carry with them sometimes takes
hold in the region. For example, colonists from Europe brought the
English, Spanish, French, and Dutch languages to North and South
America, Africa, Australia, and parts of Asia. 

Background

The language

spoken by the

largest number 

of native speakers

is Mandarin

Chinese, with an

estimated 885

million speakers.
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Spanglish
As more and more Spanish-

speaking people moved to the

United States, a blended language

developed—Spanglish. The new

language takes some English

words and “Spanish-izes” them.

In turn, some Spanish words are

“English-ized.” 

Spanglish frequently shows up

when a speaker doesn’t know the

correct terms in one language.

Take the phrase, “click the mouse.”

In Spanglish, click may become

“clickea” or mouse might be “el

mouse” or “el raton.” The final

result might be “clickea el raton,”

or “click el mouse.” 

This switching back and forth

between languages is called code

switching and is common with

many foreign language speakers.
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Other

No Data

Robinson Projection

SKILLBUILDER: Interpreting Graphics
and Maps

MOVEMENT Which language family has

spread to every continent?

REGION Which language families are

spoken in the United States?
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Religion
An aspect of culture that has a great deal of influence on people’s lives
is religion. Religion consists of a belief in a supernatural power or pow-
ers that are regarded as the creators and maintainers of the universe.
Religions establish beliefs and values that define how people worship the
divine being or divine forces and how they behave toward each other.
Traditionally, religions have been categorized as one of three types:

• monotheistic, with a belief in one god

• polytheistic, with a belief in many gods

• animistic or traditional, often with a belief in divine forces in nature 

SPREAD OF RELIGION Religions spread across the world through dif-
fusion and through converts, people who give up their former beliefs
for a new religion. Some religions, such as Christianity, Islam, and
Buddhism, actively seek to convert people to their beliefs. Other reli-
gions, such as Judaism and Hinduism, do not. Finally, isolated pockets
of religions, mostly animist, are found in Japan, Central Africa, Oceania,
and among Native Americans of both North and South America.

Major Religions
Three major religions of the world began in Southwest Asia and two in
South Asia. The religions of Southwest Asia—Judaism, Christianity,
and Islam—are monotheistic and share similar basic beliefs, and some
prophets and teachers. Of the South Asian religions, Buddhism repre-
sents an adaptation of Hinduism.

JUDAISM The oldest of the Southwest Asian religions, Judaism is con-
centrated in Israel. Followers, called Jews, live in Israel, the United
States, Canada, South America, and many European cities. Established
more than 3,200 years ago, Judaism is the oldest monotheistic religion.
It is considered an ethnic religion with a long tradition of faith and cul-
ture tied tightly together. The basic laws and teachings come from a
holy book called the Torah. The religious center of Judaism is the city
of Jerusalem in Israel. 

CHRISTIANITY Christianity evolved about 2,000 years ago from the
teachings of Judaism. It, too, is monotheistic. Christianity is based on
the teachings of Jesus Christ, whom Christians believe was the Son of
God. The teachings of Jesus are recorded in the New Testament of the
Bible. The religion spread from Jerusalem, first through the work of the
Apostle Paul and, later, by many missionaries. It is the largest of all the
religions with 2 billion followers. Christians live on every continent.
Christianity has three major groups: Roman Catholic, Protestant, and
Eastern Orthodox.

ISLAM The third religion that originated in Southwest Asia is Islam. It
is based on the teachings of the Prophet Muhammad, who began teach-
ing around 613 A.D. Its followers are known as Muslims. Islam is a
monotheistic religion in which followers worship God, who is called
Allah in Arabic. The religion has close ties to the prophets and teachers
of Judaism and Christianity. The holy book of the Muslims is the
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Seeing Patterns
How does

location contribute

to the isolation of

animist practice?
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Qur’an. Islam spread from Southwest Asia to Africa, Central, South,
and Southeast Asia, and parts of the Balkans in Europe. The two major
divisions of Islam are Sunni and Shiíte.

HINDUISM One of the world’s oldest religions, Hinduism dates back
about 5,000 years. It is an ethnic religion concentrated in India, but has
followers elsewhere. Hinduism is usually considered polytheistic
because a Hindu may believe in one god or many gods, each of whom
represents an aspect of the divine spirit, Brahman. The religious
requirements of a caste system—levels of fixed social classes with spe-
cific rites and duties—shape many aspects of Hindus’ lives and culture.

BUDDHISM An offshoot of Hinduism, Buddhism developed about 
563 B.C. in India, near the Nepal border. Its founder, Siddhartha
Gautama (also called the Buddha or Enlightened One), rejected the
Hindu idea of caste. Buddha’s teachings promote the correct way of 
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SKILLBUILDER: Interpreting Graphs and Maps
REGION On which continents are there large areas of

Traditional religion?

REGION What percentage of the world’s population

practices Hinduism, and where are its followers found?

SOURCE: Britannica Book 
of the Year 2000

Judaism 0.2%
Buddhism 4.7%

Hinduism 10.4%

Other 43.8%

(Other includes such groups as 

Sikhs, Bahai’s, Jains, Taoists, 

Shintoists, Confucians, Chinese

folk religions, non-religious)

Islam 15.1%

Christianity 25.8%
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HUMAN–
ENVIRONMENT
INTERACTION This

Peruvian bone flute

dates back to sometime

before 700 A.D. Bone

flutes are among the

oldest of all musical

instruments.

In what way does
this instrument show
human-environment
interaction?

living in order to reach an enlightened spiritu-
al state called nirvana. Missionaries spread the
Buddha’s teaching from India to Southeast
Asia, China, Japan, and Korea. Buddhism has
several branches, the largest of which are
Theravada, Mahayana, Lamaism, and Zen.

OTHER ASIAN PRACTICES In parts of East
Asia, three belief systems are widely practiced. They are Confucianism,
Taoism, and Shinto. Sometimes those belief systems are thought of as
religions and sometimes as philosophies of life. All of them have spe-
cific ways of life and behaviors associated with them.

Creative Cultural Expressions 
All cultures have ways of expressing themselves creatively. The envi-
ronment and culture in which an artist lives is reflected in the artistic
product. Cultures produce performing arts, visual arts, and literature.

Performing arts developed by a culture often include music, dance,
theater, and film. Music is a cultural aspect found in all societies. The
instruments on which the music is played and the style of music are
unique to each group.

Visual arts include architecture, painting, sculpture, and textiles. The
style of the visual arts will reflect materials available in the region and
cultural themes.

Oral and written literature, such as poems, folk tales, and stories, often
illustrate aspects of the culture such as attitudes and behaviors. They can
also be a reflection of the environment in which they are produced.

Throughout this book, you will find discussions of creative cultural
expressions. As you study them, remind yourself that each culture is
unique—as are the artistic expressions that the people from that cul-
ture produce.

Places & Terms
Explain the meaning of

each of the following

terms.

• culture

• society

• ethnic group

• diffusion

• acculturation

• dialect

Taking Notes 
MOVEMENT Review the notes

you took for this section.

• In what ways is culture diffused?

• Which religions have spread

from the place where they were

founded?

Main Ideas 
a. What factors make up

culture?

b. In what ways is language

spread?

c. What are the major

religions of the world?

Geographic Thinking
Determining Cause and
Effect What role do innovation

and diffusion play in changing

a culture? Think about:

• contact with other groups

• acculturation

MAKING COMPARISONS Choose one of the factors of culture listed on page 71. Then select

three countries. Use the Internet to find information on how each culture solves the problems

associated with the factor you selected. Create a database showing the results of your research. 

Seeing Patterns
How might

climate affect the

visual arts of a

region?

Human Geography

Cultural

RESEARCH LINKS
CLASSZONE .COM

http://www.classzone.com/books/world_geography05/index.cfm
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