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Culture and environment are often discussed as if they belong to separate domains: culture to
society, ideas, and meaning; environment to land, water, climate, and ecosystems. Anthropology
shows why this separation is misleading. Human communities interpret, use, modify, protect, and
remember environments through language, technology, law, labor, religion, markets, and political
institutions. At the same time, environmental conditions influence settlement, mobility, food systems,
risk, livelihoods, and social organization. The relationship is therefore reciprocal rather than one-
directional (Haenn et al., 2016).

This perspective avoids two common errors. The first is environmental determinism, which assumes
that climate or geography mechanically produces a particular kind of culture. The second is
romanticism, which assumes that some communities are naturally sustainable simply because they
are traditional or close to the land. Contemporary environmental anthropology instead asks how
ecological conditions interact with history, institutions, technology, power, and knowledge. Recent
work by IPBES reinforces this broader approach by emphasizing multiple values of nature and the
importance of Indigenous and local knowledge in biodiversity governance and sustainability decisions
(IPBES, 2022, 2025) (Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem
Services, 2025).

Culture and Environment

Culture gives environmental features social meaning. A river may simultaneously be a drinking-water
source, a transport corridor, a sacred relation, a property boundary, an irrigation system, a fishing
ground, and a legal object. These meanings affect how people decide which uses are legitimate and
what kinds of environmental change count as harm. The same physical landscape can therefore be
understood differently by neighboring groups.

Environmental conditions influence culture as well, but not in a deterministic way. Climate, soil, water
availability, disease, topography, and species distributions create opportunities and constraints.
Communities adapt through building design, mobility, cropping systems, seasonal calendars,
preservation methods, water-sharing rules, and social cooperation. Similar environments can still
produce very different institutions because history, technology, political authority, and trade also
matter.
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Cultural ecology studies these relationships by examining how social organization and livelihood
practices interact with local environments. Pastoral mobility, irrigation, hunting, fishing, agriculture,
and urban resource use can all be studied as cultural-environmental systems. The goal is not to rank
societies as primitive or advanced but to understand why particular practices make sense within
particular ecological and social conditions.

Adaptation is also dynamic. A practice that worked under one population size, climate pattern, or
economic structure may become less effective when those conditions change. Traditional knowledge
should therefore be respected without being frozen in time. Living cultures innovate, borrow, revise,
and abandon practices just as modern industrial societies do (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change, 2022).

Technology is part of culture rather than something external to it. A dam redistributes water and
authority; a road changes mobility and markets; a household solar system can alter energy
dependence; a smartphone changes how farmers obtain weather or price information. The same
technology can produce different outcomes depending on ownership, regulation, access, and social
norms.

Food systems illustrate the same reciprocity. Crops and livestock shape landscapes, while local
ecologies shape cuisine, land tenure, labor, and seasonal practices. Industrial agriculture can increase
output but may also intensify water use, soil erosion, pollution, or dependence on purchased inputs.
Agroecology, improved breeding, precision tools, traditional practices, and market reform may all
contribute to sustainability, but no one model fits every environment.

Knowledge and Power

Political ecology adds the question of power. Environmental degradation is often described as the
result of “human activity,” but responsibility is rarely distributed evenly. Governments, corporations,
landowners, consumers, workers, and local communities have different levels of control over land,
technology, finance, and law. A forest may be cleared because global commodity demand,
infrastructure policy, insecure land rights, and distant investment interact, even when local
households receive most of the blame (Robbins, P, 2012).

This is why environmental justice matters. A waste facility, highway, mine, industrial plant, or flood-
control project may benefit a region while concentrating pollution, displacement, or risk in a politically
marginalized community. Environmental justice asks not only who receives the benefits and burdens
but also who participates in decision-making and whose knowledge counts.

Indigenous and local knowledge is especially important in this context. IPBES states that Indigenous
Peoples and local communities manage or use substantial areas of the world’s land and that their
governance systems frequently contribute to biodiversity conservation and reduced habitat loss.
Current IPBES guidance also emphasizes that Indigenous and local knowledge should be recognized
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through respectful participation rather than extracted as isolated “information” while communities
are excluded from governance (IPBES, 2025).

This principle is important because knowledge is connected with rights, relationships, language, and
place. Fire management, seed selection, seasonal observation, water knowledge, species behavior,
and navigation may be developed through generations of practice. Such knowledge can complement
scientific monitoring, but it should not be taken without consent, attribution, or appropriate benefit
sharing.

The work of Robin Wall Kimmerer illustrates how scientific ecology and Indigenous knowledge can be
placed in dialogue without assuming that one simply replaces the other. Kimmerer’'s writing
emphasizes relational responsibility, reciprocity, and the cultural meaning of ecological knowledge
(Kimmerer, 2013). The broader lesson is that sustainability decisions involve values as well as
measurements.

IPBES’s 2022 Values Assessment formalizes this insight by distinguishing multiple ways of valuing
nature, including instrumental, intrinsic, and relational values. A wetland may be valuable for flood
control, biodiversity, cultural identity, spiritual meaning, recreation, or kinship relationships. Policy
that recognizes only market value can therefore miss important reasons why communities defend or
use particular environments (Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and
Ecosystem Services, 2022).

Language also influences environmental perception. Local vocabularies may distinguish winds, soils,
plant stages, or water conditions that broad technical categories combine. Language loss can
therefore weaken access to ecological knowledge. At the same time, language does not imprison
thought; communities can learn new scientific concepts and combine them with existing categories.

Modern Environmental Change

Urbanization demonstrates why environmental behavior cannot be reduced to personal preference.
People may want to use public transport, reduce energy use, or spend time in green space, but
housing location, transit infrastructure, safety, cost, and work schedules shape what choices are
practical. Telling individuals to behave more sustainably is limited when the built environment makes
high-impact behavior difficult to avoid.

Urban nature also reflects inequality. Parks, street trees, clean water, shade, and access to cooler
environments are often distributed unevenly. Wealthier neighborhoods may receive more
environmental amenities while low-income areas bear greater heat, traffic, noise, or industrial
exposure. Cultural and environmental analysis therefore needs to connect behavior with
infrastructure and political decision-making.

Consumer culture creates another layer of impact. Advertising, status, convenience, fast replacement
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cycles, and global supply chains shape demand. The environmental cost of a product may be
geographically distant from the consumer because extraction, manufacturing, and waste occur
elsewhere. Individual choice matters, but firms and governments also design products, warranties,
repair access, packaging, and disposal systems.

Climate change intensifies the relationship between culture and environment because it threatens not
only physical infrastructure but also place-based practices. Sea-level rise, drought, wildfire, glacial
loss, species movement, and changing seasons can affect livelihoods, burial sites, sacred places,
languages, seasonal festivals, and food traditions. A community may be physically relocated and still
experience profound cultural loss.

The IPCC states with high confidence that Indigenous and local knowledge can strengthen social-
ecological resilience and climate adaptation. Its assessment also warns that maladaptation can
deepen inequality when planning ignores marginalized groups, cultural values, and local knowledge.
Inclusive planning informed by scientific, Indigenous, and local knowledge is therefore not merely
symbolic; it can reduce the risk that an adaptation project solves one problem while creating another
(IPCC, 2022).

Conservation creates similar tensions. Protected areas can preserve habitat, but conservation has
sometimes displaced residents or criminalized customary resource use. Community-based
approaches are not automatically successful either. Effective conservation depends on clear
ecological goals, secure rights, legitimate governance, monitoring, and the ability to adapt when
outcomes differ from expectations.

Environmental risk is also culturally interpreted. People evaluate hazards through trust, memory,
identity, and previous relationships with institutions. A scientific probability may be rejected when
authorities have previously concealed information or distributed costs unfairly. Conversely, familiar
hazards may be normalized even when they are severe. Effective risk communication therefore
requires credibility and accountability as well as accurate data.

Policy and Research

Environmental policy should begin with ecological evidence but should not stop there. Decision-
makers need to understand land rights, livelihoods, social values, cultural heritage, political authority,
and distribution of costs. A technically efficient policy can fail when it ignores these conditions.
Consultation conducted only after the major decision has already been made is unlikely to create
meaningful participation.

Participatory processes can improve environmental decisions when they occur early enough to
influence goals and alternatives. IPBES identifies public involvement and participatory approaches as
important tools for developing shared understanding, identifying opportunities, and incorporating
different values into policy. Participation should not mean that every stakeholder receives a veto; it
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means that decisions are informed by affected knowledge and interests rather than designed entirely
from outside.

Research methods should also reflect the complexity of culture-environment relationships.
Ethnography can reveal meaning, routine, and lived experience. Historical research shows how
institutions and landscapes changed over time. Remote sensing and ecological monitoring measure
physical change. Surveys and economic analysis examine distribution and incentives. Participatory
mapping can document locally important places and resource use. No single method captures the
entire social-ecological system.

Researchers also need ethical safeguards when working with Indigenous or local knowledge. Data
ownership, consent, community review, confidentiality, and benefit sharing may be as important as
conventional publication practice. Returning findings to communities and involving them in
interpretation can reduce extractive research relationships.

Policy transfer requires similar caution. A successful water-sharing rule, conservation institution, or
farming system should not be copied automatically into another place. The visible practice may
depend on local history, authority, climate, kinship, or land tenure. What is transferable may be the
governance principle—such as shared monitoring or secure rights—rather than the precise technique.

The relationship between culture and environment is therefore best understood as a constantly
changing social-ecological process. Environments shape human opportunities and risks, while cultural
meanings, technologies, economies, and institutions reshape environments. Sustainability requires
more than technical efficiency because people disagree about what should be protected, who should
pay, and what kinds of relationships with nature matter.

A strong environmental approach avoids both determinism and romanticism. Indigenous and local
knowledge can provide essential insight, but communities are internally diverse and changing.
Scientific evidence is indispensable, but its application always involves values, institutions, and
power. Policies become more durable when they combine ecological understanding with cultural
humility, procedural justice, secure rights, and meaningful participation.
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