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ABSTRACT

Culture, a multifaceted concept encompassing shared behaviours, beliefs, values, and practices, significantly shapes
the political landscape. This paper explores the intricate relationship between culture and politics, arguing that cultural
analysis is crucial for understanding political phenomena. It examines how culture influences political behaviour,
ideologies, institutions, and conflicts, highlighting its role in shaping national identity, mobilizing groups, and framing
political action. The paper also addresses criticisms of cultural analysis in political science, acknowledging its potential
for vagueness and difficulty in empirical testing. However, it contends that culture, as a deeply ingrained and often
unconscious force, provides essential context for interpreting political motives, understanding societal divisions, and
formulating effective political strategies. Through an examination of various examples, the paper underscores the
necessity of integrating cultural analysis into the study of politics to gain a more comprehensive and nuanced

understanding of political dynamics.
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INTRODUCTION

Culture, a concept as broad as it is deep, represents
the collective tapestry of a group’s existence, woven with
threads of language, cuisine, artistic expressions, religious
beliefs, attire, rituals, and shared lifestyles (Hague and
Harrop, 2015). It embodies the common patterns of
behaviour and the intricate interactions that define a
community. The very etymology of “culture,” derived
from the Latin “colere,” meaning “to tend to the earth
and grow,” and further implying “nurture” and
“cultivation,” suggests a process of development and
transmission across generations, both directly and
indirectly. Culture is a living entity, constantly evolving
and reflected in symbols, narratives, traditions, habits, and
the written words of its people (Lederach, 1995). It is a
public phenomenon, yet individual contributions are vital
to its growth and perpetuation. The world, in its rich
diversity, is a mosaic of countless cultures — Eastern,
Western, Middle-Eastern, Latin American, and African

— each a unique system of shared knowledge, socially
transmitted through communication, and representing the
sum of a group’s learned behaviors (Kluckhohn and Kelly,
1945). Culture provides a shared framework of
interactions and behaviors, encompassing traditions,
cognitive constraints, and rituals imbibed through
socialization. As Kluckhohn and Kelly (1945) eloquently
stated, “By culture, we mean 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 behaviour of men” (p. 78). While culture
binds members of a group, bestowing a distinct identity,
it also serves to differentiate them from others, adapting
to changing times and the needs of successive
generations, discarding the obsolete and embracing the
new.

Lederach (1995) further defines culture as “the
shared knowledge and schemes created by a set of people
for perceiving, interpreting, expressing, and responding
to the social realities around them” (p. 9). It provides a
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lens through which individuals understand and navigate
their world, explaining the diverse patterns of human
behaviour shaped by various cultural influences. While
culture fosters shared understanding, inherent differences
exist within groups, often leading to intense intra-cultural
debates and struggles to impose particular interpretations.
Ross (2009) highlights the cognitive meanings, affective
salience, and action scripts embedded in cultural symbols,
metaphors, and narratives, which groups draw upon to
explain the past, interpret the present, and guide future
actions. Culture unlocks the minds of people, offering
insights into their mindsets, attitudes, and behaviours, and
providing clues to the future trajectory of a society.
Heywood (2012) aptly notes that “A nation is a cultural
entity, a body of people bound together by a shared
cultural heritage” (p. 98). A nation’s history, past
experiences, and culture are integral to its formation and
stability. Nations deeply rooted in culture and history tend
to exhibit greater unity and a stronger sense of collective
identity. Examples such as the Greeks, Russians, Germans,
and English demonstrate the profound connection
between national identity and deeply ingrained traditions
and culture. From this perspective, nations can be seen
as “organic,” shaped by natural or historical forces rather
than purely political ones, leading to greater stability and
cohesion based on a powerful and historical sense of
national unity (Heywood, 2012). Culture, therefore,
provides a crucial foundation for national stability and
the will for a people to remain united.

Why Study Culture in Politics?:

The significance of studying culture in politics has
become increasingly apparent in a world grappling with
complex and often culturally driven conflicts. Hague and
Harrop (2013) highlight Huntington’s prescient
observation, made before the events of 9/11, that cultures,
rather than countries, would emerge as the primary source
of political conflict in the twenty-first century. Historically,
Western societies have often categorized cultures into a
perceived superior Western culture and inferior non-
Western cultures, expecting the latter to conform to
Western norms, often viewed as the epitome of reason
and progress (Jayal and Mehta, 2015). However, culture
is a double-edged sword; it can be a powerful catalyst
for cooperation but also a potent source of conflict. While
European powers historically justified their rule in the
name of reason, equality, freedom, and justice, the
dynamics of global politics have shifted from narrow
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nationalism and ideologies to broader civilizational and
cultural affiliations. Culture can transcend national
borders, forging strong bonds between groups spread
across different countries, as exemplified by Russia’s
diplomatic support for the Serbs during the Yugoslav
conflict in the 1990s and its assistance to Belarus in 2006,
rooted in shared cultural and kinship ties.

Within national boundaries, culture also exerts a
significant influence on politics. Societal values often
become political flashpoints, as seen in debates
surrounding women’s access to religious sites in India,
stem-cell research, cloning, abortion rights, and lifestyle
choices such as live-in relationships and LGBTQ+ rights
in various countries. The notion of politics suppressing
culture is often misleading; while political systems can
certainly influence culture, the reciprocal link is undeniable.
Culture continuously shapes the political landscape, with
political systems attempting to legislate by prevailing
cultural norms and, at times, endeavoring to alter or
subvert culture, a task fraught with immense difficulty.
The example of India under Jawaharlal Nehru, who
considered himself a modernist, illustrates this tension.
While the post-colonial Indian state, like its colonial
predecessor, acknowledged the perception of “culture”
in India as embodying unreason and backwardness,
Nehru’s government, unlike the British Raj, sought to
dismantle culture through state-directed economic
modernization (Jayal and Mehta, 2015).

Studying the culture of a group provides a broader
understanding of their background and interactions,
shedding light on their beliefs, reasoning, and lifestyle,
which in turn informs their political attitudes. People’s
faith in the political system is better understood by
examining their preconceived assumptions, attitudes,
emotions, and notions. Individual perceptions significantly
dictate their actions, and the biases and prejudices
ingrained in a culture profoundly influence political
participation or apathy. The thought processes shaped
by culture directly impact behaviour. Culture transmits
values and beliefs across generations, acting as an “identity
card” that maintains a group’s distinctiveness and fosters
internal cohesion. It is a social reality whose effects are
often subtly absorbed, making direct impact assessment
challenging. However, the long-term influence of culture
on politics is undeniable and discernible through careful
scrutiny.

Culture provides leaders with resources and
materials crucial for organizing and mobilizing people,
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various groups, and the machinery of the state. Groups
often leverage culture in the political arena to pursue goals
that might be difficult or impossible to achieve directly.
Individual demands gain greater traction when attached
to a broader cultural identity, facilitating mobilization and
increasing the likelihood of fulfilment. Numerous formal
and informal groups coalesce around specific cultural
practices, becoming powerful tools for achieving particular
demands. These groups possess the ability to articulate
demands in ways that resonate with the majority of their
members, enhancing their effectiveness in navigating the
political system. Factors such as religion, region, language,
colour, caste, and creed are potent mobilizers, tapping
into deep-seated emotions that can drive collective action.
Any political system must consider these influential factors
when formulating laws and policies. Human survival, the
maintenance of relationships, and daily actions are deeply
rooted in these cultural traits, which are reflected in
traditions, stories, poems, cuisine, and education, all of
which a society seeks to perpetuate. A successful political
system must evolve while remaining mindful of these
informal yet critical cultural elements. Extensive
interaction and debate within these cultural spheres not
only mobilize people but also facilitate the spread and
modification of ideas. Problems of all kinds are discussed
and interpreted through a cultural lens, leading to both
short-term and long-term political repercussions. Culture
cannot be divorced from the political system because it
provides the framework for understanding the people who
are the primary actors in politics, their behaviours shaped
by the societies in which they are born and mature.

How Culture Affects Politics:

One of the most significant contributions of culture
to politics is that it provides a framework, a model, and
an explanation for interpreting the motives of individuals
within a group (Ross, 2009). While words may sometimes
obscure true intentions, actions, viewed through a cultural
lens, can reveal underlying motives. Culture emphasizes
motives because they serve as a crucial link between
individual behaviour and the broader social context. While
interests may be visually transparent, motives often
require empirical analysis of specific cultural content to
be understood (Ross, 2009).

In developing countries, culture often holds even
greater significance, as these societies are frequently
deeply bound by traditions and rituals. Culture can
galvanize people to initiate social and political movements.

(430)

Many historical protests against colonial regimes, such
as the anti-apartheid movement in Africa and various
movements against British rule in India, drew their
strength from the power of culture within their respective
societies.

The cultural realm is where political activities unfold,
creating an intrinsic connection between the two. Through
culture, the political system gains a deeper understanding
of what a society values and what it deems unacceptable.
Political leaders come to recognize the sensitivity of
certain cultural aspects and often avoid infringing upon
them, understanding that people will fiercely defend what
they hold invaluable. Culture helps the political system
understand the underlying causes of certain conflicts,
defining “the rules (both formal and informal) by which
politics takes place, and who participates in it. In doing
so, culture defines interests and how they are to be
pursued” (Ross, 2009, p. 141). Cultural analysis also helps
to connect an individual’s identity with the collective
identity of their group, reinforcing the bond between the
individual and their culture and solidifying the group’s
identity. The sharing and caring among members of a
cultural group provide crucial insights into the behaviors
of individuals and the group as a whole. The internal
dynamics within a group, shaped by culture, have a ripple
effect on the broader society and, consequently, on the
political system.

While culture may seem seamless and without
boundaries, each culture possesses its own distinct
boundaries, often defined by kinship, gender, livelihood,
and shared history, which regulate the behavior of its
members and the group itself. These boundaries also help
in analyzing the interactions between different cultural
groups. Symbols, images, narratives, and events, all
preserved and transmitted through culture, have a direct
or indirect impact on the political system. In today’s
contentious political climate, narratives and cultural
frameworks serve to guide political action, providing
answers to complex questions such as why certain areas
are more prone to conflict, why specific groups feel
alienated, or the historical roots of present-day grievances.
Understanding the deep historical roots of cultural
dynamics is essential for developing effective strategies
for political action. Cultural narratives and symbols can
both instigate and constrain political action, as groups pass
down their collective experiences of happiness, trauma,
and pain to successive generations. In contrast, Marxist
perspectives view politics, culture, and law as part of a
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“superstructure” that reflects the underlying economic
“base,” which they consider the true foundation of social
life (Heywood, 2012). For Marxists, culture can also be
a tool of oppression, serving to mask and perpetuate the
exploitation of the proletariat.

Examining the rituals, traditions, and significant
events of a community is crucial for understanding its
present-day reactions to political events. A society’s
policies of inclusion and exclusion must be studied within
the broader framework of its culture. Cultural expressions
and enactments, such as public ceremonials, religious
ceremonies, festivals, theatrical presentations, literature,
public discourse, distinctive clothing, foods, and language
use, serve to connect group narratives and identity,
reinforcing in-group understanding (Ross, 2009).

Culture often provides an emotional lens through
which events are interpreted, inevitably leading to diverse
and sometimes conflicting viewpoints. Each group and
society will have its own cultural interpretation, making it
challenging to ascertain a single “true” picture. However,
it is often possible to identify common threads that run
through different cultural interpretations of similar events,
such as the shared experiences of violence and
vulnerability in times of war or social upheaval. While
specific explanations may vary, a mutual understanding
of certain fundamental human experiences often exists.
Individual attitudes, deeply shaped by culture, can be
politically significant, illuminating pathways to address
societal problems. Traditions, habits, and rituals provide
a framework for understanding political reality, fostering
social cohesion, and establishing shared priorities.

However, culture can also be a source of conflict
between societies. Examples such as the controversies
surrounding Islamic headscarves and Sikh turbans and
kirpans in Western political systems like France and the
United States illustrate how cultural practices can lead
to misunderstandings and even serious conflicts when
practiced in societies unfamiliar with their significance.
One culture’s deeply held practice can create confusion
and tension in an alien environment, even one that
professes openness to diversity.

Cultural analysis provides a valuable framework for
framing political actions, developing effective strategies,
and gaining a broader perspective on political phenomena.
Familiarity with the lifestyle of people within a particular
society enhances our understanding of the workings of
its political institutions, both formal and informal, as these
institutions often reflect the prevailing culture. While
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culture is often fluid and transcends clear boundaries, in
an increasingly interconnected world, cultures interact
and influence one another, leading to both enrichment
and potential conflict. The representation of South Asians
in the governments of Canada and the United States, the
celebration of Diwali and Gurupurab in the White House,
and Queen Elizabeth’s visit to a Gurudwara exemplify
the influence of culture on politics.

Delving into, exploring, and understanding another’s
culture is vital for broadening one’s attitudes. Such cultural
literacy is particularly important for legislators who
represent diverse populations. Laws grounded in the
cultural norms of the people they serve are more likely
to be accepted and less likely to be violated, suggesting
that a study of culture can indeed lead to a more “healthy”
and responsive political system.

Conclusion:

In conclusion, understanding, analysing, and
scrutinizing culture provides invaluable insights into the
behaviour of people and their interactions within a group.
As Ross (2009) aptly states, “Culture frames the rules
that can guide political action even in the absence of strong
institutions to enforce them, and it are crucial in defining
the parties’ competing interests and divergent
interpretations of what is at stake”. While some critics
argue that “culture” is too vague and lacks the precision
and testable tools of other analytical approaches, its
undeniable power as an informal actor in shaping the
politics of a society cannot be dismissed. Culture is a
natural and deeply ingrained aspect of society,
unconsciously transmitted across generations. Changes
in culture lead to shifts in attitudes and behaviours, which
in turn affect the political system. Cultural narratives are
powerful tools for leaders seeking to initiate change, as
people tend to embrace changes that align with their
cultural values. Culture serves as both a bridge and a
source of support for political action, appealing to deep-
seated beliefs and mobilizing collective identity. While
cultural analysis may sometimes offer explanations that
lack rigorous empirical testing, it often contains elements
of truth, representing a shared account that evolves with
each individual, group, and generation. Despite the
challenges of analysis, the underlying truths within cultural
narratives are significant for understanding political
dynamics. Disagreements within a cultural framework
are also politically significant, revealing a group’s capacity
for adaptation, acceptance, and rejection of new ideas.
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As Ross (2009) notes, “No society is totally integrated
or even in agreement on all important matters. As a result,
cultural analysis might utilize survey data to document
the nature of divisions in a country, but it is good to go a
good deal further, trying to make sense of why, how and
if specific values are important to people, the connections
between value differences and political and personal
identity and the dynamics of bitterly contested political
meanings and actions within a common cultural
framework”. Culture is both a journey and a destination,
a dynamic process of absorption and discarding that
shapes societies and their members, offering profound
insights through its rituals, traditions, and narratives.
Huntington’s (1996) observation of an emerging
civilization-based world order, where cultural affinities
drive cooperation and cultural differences can hinder
political unity, underscores the enduring importance of
culture in global politics. Jayal and Mehta (2015) define
culture as “shared sets of socially produced and (yet)
biologically inscribed meanings”, highlighting its deep
integration into human existence. Given that politics often
revolves around resource allocation, which inevitably leads
to political issues, culture remains a central and influential
factor. Many conflicts, both historical and contemporary,
have their roots in societal and cultural dynamics. The
case of India, with its complex interplay of political
initiatives and deeply entrenched cultural norms, illustrates
the profound impact of culture on the effectiveness of
political programs. The cultural approach, therefore,
cannot be dismissed as a minor factor; it is cantered
around people’s core values and beliefs, possessing the
power to either disrupt or maintain the political system.
Conflicts arising from cultural differences, such as
religious clashes and discrimination, are stark reminders
of culture’s potent influence. A political system must
operate with a keen awareness of the cultural context
when formulating rules and regulations. While culture
may sometimes defy logic and rationality, its emotional
resonance with people makes it a critical consideration
in understanding the intricate relationship between politics
and culture. Understanding how culture is articulated,

communicated, and maintained is essential for a nuanced
analysis of this dynamic. As Jayal and Mehta (2015)
suggest, a more fruitful approach to studying the vast
topic of politics and culture involves examining the
“technologies of power and rule” that emerge from their
various combinations (p. 265). Only by studying their
combined strengths and weaknesses can we develop
plausible explanations for political phenomena.
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