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CULTURE  
 
Famously described by Raymond Williams (1988) as one of the most complex words in 
the English language, culture is also one of the most influential yet elusive concepts in 
the humanities and social sciences. Williams’s methodology, almost philological in its 
attention to the historical accretion of meaning around words, is indicative of a 
distinctive style of conceptualisation that any account of culture could do well to respect. 
Rather than look for a single, essential meaning behind the complexity of usages of 
‘culture’, Williams (ibid, 92) held that the complexity “is not finally in the word but in the 
problems which its variations of use significantly indicate”. These problems include the 
relationship between the general and the particular, individual and society, structure and 
agency, autonomy and authority. What emerges from the history of ‘culture’ is not a 
word that designates an ontological entity, but a complex noun of process, whose 
simplest derivation is related to the idea of cultivation. In short, culture best thought of 
as a process, not a thing. Accordingly, Williams identified three broad usages of culture: i). a 
general process of intellectual, spiritual development; ii). culture the ‘a way of life’ 
characteristic of particular groups, whether nations, classes, or subcultures; iii). works and 
practices of intellectual and artistic activity, such as music, opera, television and film, and 
literature (ibid, 90). This final sense is derived from the first, since these works and 
practices are the means of sustaining the process of development designated in i).  
 
In geography, the concept of culture has had a variable history. In the tradition of 
American cultural geography associated with Carl Sauer, culture was rarely an object of 
explicit conceptual reflection. This tradition concentrated upon material culture, 
understood as expressions of unified cultural systems. This tradition was criticised by 
Duncan (1980) for holding a ‘superorganic’ understanding that reified culture as an 
independent entity with explanatory force. This critique helped inaugurate the 
development of a ‘new’ cultural geography, and a broader cultural turn in human 
geography that drew on concepts of culture from a range of disciplines such as 
anthropology, semiotics, cultural studies, art history, and literary theory. There have been 
two broad stages in this centring of culture as an object of conceptual debate in human 
geography. The first stage involved the assertion of the relevance of cultural or broadly 
interpretative approaches in the discipline. This stage ushered in a number of approaches 
that emphasised the representational dimensions of cultural processes, and which also 
tended to be strongly holistic, even functionalist, in their understandings of the 
relationships between culture and other processes. The second stage of theorising culture 
in human geography has concentrated on overcoming the closures inadvertently set in 
place by the relative success of the first stage.  
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The new cultural geography that emerged in the 1980s, and the cultural turn that 
followed in the wake of this and debates around postmodernism, saw the concept of 
culture subjected to explicit conceptual reflection by geographers. In one strand of 
research, landscape was re-conceptualised as a ‘way of seeing’, or a ‘text’, or a ‘symbolic 
form’, or in terms of ‘iconography’ (see Cosgrove and Daniels 1988). These moves were 
often inflected by traditions of Marxist cultural theory that extended beyond the narrow 
confines of the Marxist political economy that predominated in human geography. This 
relationship has become increasingly strained as the difficulties of theorising relationships 
of agency, determination, and meaning from within the Marxist tradition have become 
more acutely obvious. One outcome of this reconceptualization of landscape has been an 
anchoring of the concept of culture around a notion of representation understood by 
analogy with seeing, imagination, and vision. This visual account of landscape and culture 
has been the occasion for sustained critical thought (Rose 1993), but this debate about 
culture and visuality has done little to contest the narrowly visual construal of 
representation bequeathed by this strand of new cultural geography.  
 
A second strand of research, emerging from social geography, drew on concepts of 
culture from cultural studies. Jackson (1989) explicitly drew on Williams’ cultural 
materialism to outline a programme for a revivified cultural geography. Cultural 
materialism derives from Williams argument that ‘culture is ordinary’, and builds on the 
notion that culture should be understood as a ‘whole way of life’, i.e. an active, lived 
tradition of meanings or ‘structure of feeling’. Williams drew on diverse sources (e.g. 
conservative philosopher Edmund Burke, and liberal critic F. R. Leavis), but gave them a 
populist twist.  Cultural materialism was intended as a contribution to, but also a move 
beyond, Marxist understandings of the determinate relationships between economy and 
culture. Rather than formulating the differing degrees of relative autonomy of levels of a 
social formation, Williams simply collapsed the base/superstructure distinction of 
classical Marxism altogether. He did so by extending the notion of ‘materialism’, 
understood by analogy as any process of active making, to cultural life as well, arguing 
that culture was the practical activity of producing meanings. This move effectively 
brackets rather than resolves the key problem referred to by Marxist accounts of 
materialism, which is not the problem of the ontological status of culture or economy at 
all, but the problem of theorising complex causal relations between different practices. 
Cultural materialism also informs the idea of a ‘circuit of culture’, which has also been 
influential in human geography. This model integrates different aspects of cultural 
processes – production and distribution, the ‘text’, consumption, and everyday life – into 
a series of discrete but related ‘moments’ in an ongoing circulation of meaning-making 
(du Gay et al 1997). Theoretically, the ‘circuit of culture’ is privileges meaning as the 
essential quality of cultural processes. Methodologically, it provides a practical means of 
undertaking empirical work on specific cultural practices while remaining true to the 
axiom of cultural practices need to be understood in relation to the totality of other 
practices of which they are a part.  
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These two strands of thought on culture (in terms of visual representation and in terms 
of meaning-making) have served as an important route towards a widespread 
engagement with poststructuralism in human geography, with its emphasis on exposing 
the contingency of supposedly natural forms through the deployment of interpretative 
methodologies. Culture has been consistently construed in representational terms by 
geographers (and according to an impoverished understanding of representation at that); 
or in terms of the intangible or ideational aspects of processes that are somehow realised 
or materialised in some concrete form. This first stage of theorising culture in geography 
has therefore been supplanted by a second, more critical stage in which the limitations of 
these concepts of culture have been challenged. One feature of this second stage has 
been the ascendancy of an ontological register of theory, involving the abstract 
delimitation of the ‘the cultural’ from ‘the economic’, ‘the representational’ from 
‘materiality’, or ‘the human’ from ‘the non-human’, followed by the assertion of their 
inevitable entanglement.  
 
The starkest example of this ontologization of theory is Mitchell’s (2000) argument that 
‘there is no such thing as culture’. This claim selectively invokes an essentialist criterion 
of definition to assess the validity of the concept of culture, which it is supposed must 
refer to an ontologically independent thing-like entity in order to have any salience. On 
these grounds it is concluded that ““culture” has no ontological basis” (ibid, 12), and that 
culture “represents no identifiable process” (ibid, 74). Mitchell also argues that the 
concept of culture is used as an explanatory category in both cultural studies and in 
human geography. This claim wilfully overlooks the processual, action-oriented and 
practice-focussed conceptualisations of culture in both fields. In place of these, Mitchell 
recommends an explicitly reductionist model of culture understood as merely a medium 
for symbolising more fundamental economic, political and social processes. There is 
really just “a very powerful ideology of culture” (ibid, 12), developed and deployed to 
control, order and define ‘others’ “in the name of power and profit” (ibid, 75). Despite 
its ostensibly Marxist credentials, this approach to culture negates a long-tradition of 
Western Marxism, one in which ideology and culture are explicitly defined against this 
sort of explanatory reductionism. The idea that culture is merely a medium through 
which the prevailing order of things is naturalised (i.e. a mode of reification) is a throwback 
to the nineteenth century, and does not stand up after the reorientation of questions of 
culture and ideology away from ‘consciousness’ towards ‘subjectivity’ that the twentieth 
century tradition of Western Marxism did much to inaugurate.   
 
Mitchell’s materialist correction of what he claims are politically quiescent concepts of 
culture is just one example of the vocabulary of ‘materiality’ coming to the fore in recent 
theorisations of culture in human geography. Calls for the ‘rematerializing’ of cultural 
geography (Jackson 2000) now abound. This usually means looking more closely at 
material cultures of artefacts and objects; at issues of embodiment; and at the 
entanglement of ‘the cultural’ and ‘the economic’.  The ascendancy of this ontological 
register goes along with attempts to supersede the narrow understandings of 
representation, vision, meaning and textuality that geographers constructed through 
their initial engagements with poststructuralism. But the ‘materialist’ turn compounds the 
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limitations of that construal, reinstalling dualisms between ideal and material, subject and 
object, the representational and the non-representational. Calls for the re-materialization 
of culture, or indeed of human geography in general, give the impression that the value 
of a concept lies in its ability to disclose some level of ontological existence. But culture 
is not really an ontological category at all; it is a functional category of attribution, in the 
sense that to call something cultural is to ascribe a particular set of purposes and qualities 
to it, not to attribute a finite set of characteristics that define its essence.     
 
The challenge to concepts of culture in human geography is not a matter of getting the 
correct ontology. It lies rather in loosening the hold exerted by holistic conceptions of 
culture that allow various sorts of exorbitant claims of political relevance to be ascribed 
to cultural analysis. Culture is often ascribed a particular sense (as one aspect of meaning 
of human affairs), and a very general and even totalising (in which it is assumed that whole 
ways of life are unified and integrated through norms, meanings, and values). The idea of 
‘cultural politics’ often rests on claims that social totalities are in some way integrated, 
refracted or mediated through culture. There is a paradox here: holistic concepts of 
culture as meaning and symbolisation help to acknowledge the political salience of 
cultural processes, but only at the cost of invoking undifferentiated concepts of power. 
By conflating politics with culture, this leads to the failure to think about the 
consequences of what it might mean if politics needs to be supplemented (cf. 
deconstruction) by cultural processes of symbolisation, representation, or mediation in 
the first place. What is left aside as a result is the question of what sorts of powers are 
intrinsic to cultural processes themselves – powers such as authority, charisma, desire, 
feeling, or seduction.      
 
Three overlapping trends are likely to inflect the conceptualisation of culture in human 
geography in the near future.  In each case, it is by returning to a sense of culture as 
practice that progress is likely to be made.   Firstly, there is interest in concepts of 
culture that draw on Foucault’s ideas of governmentality. In this approach, culture is 
defined as a set of aesthetic practices for cultivating the capacities for self-regulation 
(Bennett 1998). This approach explicitly builds upon a genealogical analysis of the 
accretion of meanings of ‘culture’ as an independent and autonomous field. It reads this 
as an index of the practical deployment of culture as a medium for ‘acting on the social’. 
This line of thought is open to an instrumentalist interpretation in which culture is 
understood as medium for legitimising or resisting the power of the state or capital. But 
its real potential lies in disclosing some of the powers that are specific to cultural 
processes. One feature of the modern concept of culture that this approach focuses upon 
is the antithetical and self-divided structure of modern definitions of the term: not only is 
culture defined against society, anarchy, or nature; but it is also internally divided against 
itself, into high and low, elite and popular or mass. This “splitting of culture” (Bennett 
1998, 82) is crucial to understanding the powers of culture: it defines a range of resources 
that can be deployed to transform conduct and behaviour (e.g. a canon of great works, or 
various repertoires of cultural judgement); and it also defines a range of domains which 
can be transformed through the application of these resources (e.g. ‘cultures of poverty’, 
‘institutional cultures’, ‘the culture of schooling’). This analysis of culture as both a 
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medium and object of transformation owes a great deal to a tradition of anti-colonial and 
postcolonial cultural theory (Said 1993).  However, the strong Foucauldian inflection of 
the concept of culture implies a less holistic imagination of the relationship between 
culture and power than is implied by concepts such as hegemony, cultural 
imperialism, or ideology (Barnett 2001).  
 
A second area in which the powers of culture are foregrounded follows from and 
develops Stuart Hall’s seminal analysis of the concept of articulation. Grossberg (1993, 4) 
develops an explicitly ‘spatial materialism’ that builds also on Deleuzian thought to argue 
that the concept of culture needs to be changed from that of “the field in which power is 
symbolized to a set of practices which apply power”. This is related to a shift from the 
interpretative apprehension of meanings to a consideration of the production of 
relations, and recasts cultural studies as “a theory of contexts”. There is considerable 
potential here for geographical research, as there is in the closely related reorientation of 
cultural analysis away from narrowly construed issues of meaning towards embodied 
practices of feeling, shame, and compassion (e.g. Berlant 2004). The third area of 
growing interest lies in moves to rethink culture as a field of performance and action 
(e.g. Hastrup 2004). Here, again, there is a move away from holistic accounts of how 
culture symbolises and integrates other social relations, towards an emphasis on the 
specific powers of cultural practices, and suggesting new models of relations and agency 
in the process (Strathern 1995).   
 
The odyssey of the concept of culture in human geography is likely to continue awhile 
yet, but don’t expect anyone to arrive at a singular, ontologically robust definition. 
Duncan and Duncan (2004) recommend the self-consciously eclectic combination of 
theories of culture backed up by empirical analysis, and this seems more in the spirit of 
the traditions of cultural studies and anthropology from which human geographers have 
drawn so much inspiration. Flexibility is one of the reasons why ‘culture’ can serve as a 
useful lingua franca between otherwise disparate and disconnected fields. But the 
continuing influence of cultural analysis in the discipline depends on the 
acknowledgement that there is more to culture than meaning and representation; and 
more to culture than the reproduction of or resistance to power relations constituted by 
more fundamental processes. Above all, it requires a greater degree of concern with what 
cultural studies can teach us about how to do theory itself – that theory is not about 
arriving at essentialist criteria or the vain search for ontological clarity, but is about 
appreciating the essentially contested qualities of concepts, and analysing is most at stake in 
these disagreements.        
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