‘Culture’ is one of the most difficult concepts in the human and social sciences
and there are many different ways of defining it. In more traditional
definitions of the term, culture is said to embody the ‘best that has been
thought and said’ in a society. It is the sum of the great ideas, as represented in
the classic works of literature, painting, music and philosophy — the ‘high
culture’ of an age. Belonging to the same frame of reference, but more ‘modern’
in its associations, is the use of ‘culture’ to refer to the widely distributed
forms of popular music, publishing, art, design and literature, or the activities
of leisure-time and entertainment, which make up the everyday lives of the
majority of ‘ordinary people’ — what is called the ‘mass culture’ or the ‘popular
culture’ of an age. High culture versus popular culture was, for many years,
the classic way of framing the debate about culture — the terms carrying a
powerfully evaluative charge (roughly, high = good; popular = debased). In
recent years, and in a more ‘social science’ context, the word ‘culture’ is used
to refer to whatever is distinctive about the ‘way of life’ of a people,
community, nation or social group. This has come to be known as the
‘a_nthro_p_ological»’defiqition. Alternatively, the word can be used to describe
the ‘shared values’ of a group or of socjety — which is like the anthropological
definition, only with a more sociological emphasis. You will find traces of all
these meanings somewhere in this book. However, as its title suggests,
‘culture’ is usually being used in these chapters in a somewhat different,
more specialized way.

What has come to be called the ‘cultural turn’ in the social and human
sciences, especially in cultural studies and the sociology of culture, has
tended to emphasize the importance of meaning to the definition of culture.
Culture, it is argued, is not so much a set of things -~ novels and paintings or
TV programmes and comics —as a process,"a set pf practices. Primarily,
culture is concerned with the production and the exchange of meanings ~ the
‘giving and taking of meaning’ — between the members of a society or group.
To say that two people belong to the same culture is to say that they interpret
the world in roughly the same ways and can express themselves, their
thoughts and feelings about the world, in ways which will be understood by
each other. Thus culture depends on its participants interpreting
meaningfully what is happening around them, and ‘making sense’ of the
world, in broadly similar ways. '

This focus on ‘shared meanings’ may sometimes make culture sound too
unitary and too cognitive. In any culture, there is always a great diversity of
meanings about any topic, and more than one way of interpreting or
representing it. Also, culture is about feelings, attachments and emotions as
well as concepts and ideas. The expression on my face ‘says something’ about
who I am {identity) and what I am feeling (emotions) and what group I feel I
belong to (attachment), which can be ‘read’ and understood by other people,
even if [ didn't intend deliberately to communicate anvthine as farmal as ‘a

message’, and even if the other person couldn’t give a very logical account of
how s/he came to understand what I was ‘saying’. Above all, cultural
meanings are not only 'in the head’. They organize and regulate social
practices, influence our conduct and consequently have real, practical
effects.

The emphasis on cultural practices is important. It is participants in a culture
who give meaning to people, objects and events. Things ‘in themselves’

rarely if ever have any one, single, fixed and unchanging meaning. Even
something as obvious as a stone can be a stone, a boundary marker or a piece
of sculpture, depending on what it means — that is, within a certain context of
use, within what the philosophers call different ‘language games’ (i.e. the
language of boundaries, the language of sculpture, and so on). It is by our use
of things, and what we say, think and feel about them — how we represent
them ~ that we give them a meaning. In part, we give objects, people and
events meaning by the frameworks of interpretation which we bring to them.
In part, we give things meaning by how we use them, or integrate them into
our everyday practices. It is our use of a pile of bricks and mortar which
makes it a ‘house’; and what we feel, think or say about it that makes a ‘liouse
a ‘home’. In part, we give things meaning by how we represent them — the
words we use about them, the stories we tell about them, the images of them
we produce, the emotions we associate with them, the ways we classify and
conceptualize them, the values we place on them. Culture, we may say, is
involved in all those practices which are not simply genetically programmed
into us — like the jerk of the knee when tapped — but which carry meaning
and value for us, which need to be meaningfully interpreted by others, or
which depend on meaning for their effective operation. Culture, in this sense,
permeates all of society. It is what distinguishes the ‘human’ element in social
life from what is simply biologically driven. Its study underlines the crucial
role of the symbolic domain at the very heart of social life.
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