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Cognition and Culture 
 

The study of cognition and culture concerns how universal features of human cognition interact 

with cultural variation.  Culture is broadly defined as information shared among groups of 

individuals.  Of central interest is how basic human cognitive processes (e.g., reasoning, 

learning, problem solving, and decision making) constrain culture and how culture shapes 

cognition.  To understand how cognition shapes and constrains culture, psychologists study both 

cross-cultural variation and recurrence. 

Due to different environmental and historical factors, cultures around the world vary widely in a 

variety of aspects, such as practices, norms, and styles of social interaction.  The global diversity 

of parenting practices provides one example of this variation.  Whereas parents in Western 

cultures typically engage in direct one-on-one instruction with their children, children in many 

other cultures spend significantly more time in peer groups or with non-parental caregivers, 

learning through observation of others.  These differences exemplify the substantial variation in 

teaching and learning styles found in cultures around the world.  Cultural variation affects 

multiple aspects of cognition –how people reason, categorize, make decisions, solve problems, 

remember, and generally perceive the world.  

This entry describes the major theoretical traditions associated with the study of cognition and 

culture.  How cultural variation impacts cognition is discussed first, including cultural-historical 

and culturally-situated perspectives on cognition.  Theories of how cultural differences between 

Western and Eastern nations may affect cognition are discussed next.  The last section discusses 

theories of cognitive constraints on culture, including cognitive-developmental theories of core 

cognition and cognitive-anthropological accounts of how culture is transmitted from generation 

to generation. 
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The Impact of Cultural Variation on Cognition 

Cultural-Historical Psychology and Culturally Situated Cognition  

Cultural influences on the development of cognition have been of interest to the field since 

William James, often considered the founder of American psychology.  In the 1950s, 

psychologists began to systematically investigate the effects of cultural phenomena on cognitive 

development.  After finding differences in how individuals from diverse settings in Central Asia 

engage in logical reasoning, Alexander Luria and Lev Vygotsky proposed what is known as the 

cultural-historical view of cognition.  This perspective views cognition as a product of one’s 

interactions with other members of one’s social group and one’s engagement with cultural 

materials (e.g., language and cultural artifacts, such as tools) and proposes that historical factors 

contribute to variation in cultural forms.  In the domain of language, Edward Sapir and Benjamin 

Lee Whorf developed the theory of linguistic relativity, arguing that the language a person 

speaks influences the way that person thinks about and categorizes the world.  For example, 

there is evidence that the discrimination of different color categories is affected by the language 

a person speaks. 

Sociocultural theorists have more recently proposed the theory of culturally-situated cognition in 

which cognition is shaped throughout childhood via participation in the daily activities of the 

child’s cultural group.  For example, how children attend to the activities around them may be 

affected by caregiver practices and the ways in which learning opportunities are presented to 

children.  In cultures that do not emphasize direct caregiver-child pedagogy, children are able to 

pay attention to a variety of activities simultaneously.  The nature of the caregiver-child 

interaction requires that children must be able to attend to a variety of ongoing activities to learn 
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relevant behaviors.  Thus, cultural practices surrounding expectations for learning impact 

cognition in meaningful ways. 

Many theorists argue that to understand how people think requires understanding the context in 

which thinking develops.  Contextualizing the study of cognition requires consideration of the 

ecological, cultural, and historical factors that may influence how a person thinks about the 

world.  For example, to understand how children in particular cultures develop a greater ability 

to attend to multiple activities simultaneously when compared to children from other cultures, 

researchers must consider that caregivers in the former do not engage in as much dyadic and 

direct instruction with children.  Considering the ecological factors associated with daily life in 

these cultural contexts reveals that parents and other caregivers are most often attending to the 

activities of daily life, such as maintaining gardens and preparing food.  In these contexts 

children learn cultural activities from observing them and via active participation.  Thus, 

researchers seek to study cognition within specific cultural contexts and to develop predictions 

about how different cultural factors may impact the development of cognition.  

Cross-Cultural Psychology 

Cross-cultural psychologists study cognitive flexibility, or how shared cognitive systems can 

accommodate diverse information from the environment.  They argue that, although there may 

be some universal, basic operating principles of the human mind, these principles are heavily 

shaped by the cultural environment over the course of development.  One of the most-widely-

studied dimensions of cultural variation within this tradition is the distinction between 

individualistic and collectivist cultures.  The former emphasize self-reliance and competition and 

the latter social interdependence and cooperation.  
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Research in cross-cultural psychology has often focused on how cultural differences between 

East Asian cultures, identified as predominately collectivist, and Western cultures, identified as 

predominantly individualistic may contribute to differences in how individuals in these cultures 

reason and make decisions.  Recent research has examined how even a person’s self-concept and 

the importance of self-enhancement versus self-criticism in improving self-esteem are derived 

from the cultural experience within the differing social systems.  There is also evidence that 

Westerners reason analytically by employing rules of formal logic and making use of categories 

to understand the world.  In contrast, East Asians tend to reason holistically by considering 

multiple perspectives and are not as likely to divide the world into discrete categories.  

Although there is evidence that human cognition is quite flexible and that culture has profound 

effects on how individuals view and understand the world, most researchers concede that there 

are core universals of human cognition.  Aspects of cognition that develop relatively 

consistently, regardless of cultural influences, may constrain, or limit, the forms that cultural 

activities and beliefs can take. 

Cognitive Constraints on Culture 

Developmental Cultural Psychology 

Early in psychology’s history as a formal field of inquiry, researchers worked under the premise 

that there were universals of human cognition.  The mind was seen as an information-processing 

center with inflexible operating principles for handling environmental input, much like a 

computer.  For example, Jean Piaget, one of the founders of developmental psychology, 

proposed that the mind uses formalized rules of induction and deduction to understand the world.  

The rules, or operating principles, were considered inflexible and independent of the content the 

system received (i.e., information from the environment).  Whereas these operating principles 
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were thought of as universal aspects of human cognition, they were considered domain-general, 

or equally applicable to all aspects of cognition.  Recent theories of cognitive development, 

however, have favored a view of cognition as domain-specific, that is, humans have evolved to 

acquire knowledge about things of evolutionary importance, such as understanding physical 

forces and cause and effect, knowledge of the animate and biological nature of living things, and 

understanding the psychology of other people.  Thus cognition constrains culture because there 

are species-typical ways in which cognition develops that may limit the variety of cultural forms. 

Research has demonstrated that core knowledge emerges early and requires minimal learning.  

For example, research has demonstrated that infants expect objects to continue to exist when out 

of view and expect objects to be solid and are surprised if objects are shown violating physical 

laws.  Infants make distinctions between inanimate and animate and also expect things that are 

animate, that are able to move around and act on their own, to have insides (i.e., to not be 

hollow).  Young children also demonstrate intuitive understanding of biological inheritance, 

specifically, that the nature of members of a biological category (e.g., a particular kind of animal, 

such as a snake) share common properties.  Finally, young children also show early-emerging 

understanding that other people have beliefs about the world and act with intentions toward 

goals.  This fundamental comprehension of important aspects of the world is thought to be a 

universal principle of human cognition. 

Core knowledge limits how people think about and categorize the world.  For example, research 

has demonstrated that there is consistency in how people from diverse cultures categorize living 

things (e.g., based on a hierarchical taxonomy).  Despite this consistency, developmental 

evidence has also demonstrated that there are interesting ways in which interaction with the 

environment may influence categorization.  In cultures that have more direct and routine 
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interaction with nature, children more often categorize plants, animals, and non-living natural 

kinds (e.g., the sun, rocks, and water) in relation to how people may interact with them (e.g., 

using leaves to make a mat) than do children in cultures that do not routinely interact with the 

natural world.  This provides evidence of how core knowledge of living kinds may interact with 

the environment to produce both cross-cultural similarities and variation in patterns of reasoning 

about the natural world. 

In terms of children’s intuitive understanding of psychology, recent evidence suggests that, 

although there is cross-cultural variation in the age at which children begin to understand other 

peoples’ mental states, such understanding develops in consistent ways across cultures.  The 

concept of core knowledge can also be used to explain how individuals understand their social 

roles and interactions, and how cultural information is spread throughout a population and across 

generations, a topic that is discussed in the following section. 

Cognitive Anthropology 

Many cognitive anthropologists have considered how knowledge is transmitted horizontally, that 

is, between individuals and groups, and vertically from generation to generation.  Cultural 

transmission is thought to be constrained by properties of the mind, such as core knowledge, so 

that some ideas and concepts are more easily transmitted and learned.  There is also substantial 

cultural variation in the concepts, patterns of social interaction, practices, and beliefs that are 

transmitted from generation to generation.  Thus, existing knowledge structures must form a base 

upon which complex belief systems and cultural systems can be built. 

To understand how cultural inputs build on preexisting knowledge structures, cognitive 

anthropologists have proposed the concept of cultural schemas.  Schemas are frameworks of 

knowledge about events, situations, objects, and people that are built through experience with the 
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environment.  Thus, the formation of schemas is heavily shaped by cultural inputs.  Cultural 

schemas are thought of as shared frameworks of knowledge, or as cultural models, and are made 

up of specific cultural scripts that define how individuals should behave in particular situations.  

For example, when going to a wedding, it may be expected that people wear nice clothing, that 

everyone is quiet during the ceremony, and that cake is involved.  Shared cultural knowledge 

allows individuals to successfully navigate social interactions and provides insight into how 

diverse cultural input can build upon core knowledge.  

Summary 

Humans are capable of substantial cognitive flexibility and are able to thrive in a striking variety 

of ecological conditions.  Examining the interplay of cognition and culture provides unique 

insight into the remarkable flexibility of human cognition and into the ways in which cognition is 

constrained by culture.  Across the four areas of cognition and culture described in this entry--

cultural-historical, cross-cultural, cross-cultural developmental, and cognitive anthropology--the 

organizing principles are that: (a) culture plays a profound role in shaping human cognition, and 

(b) some aspects of cognition are universal across cultures.  Interaction with cultural- group 

members and cultural activities influence cognition in a number of ways, from color 

discrimination to decision making.  Young children, and even infants, possess core knowledge of 

critical domains of human experience (physics, biology, and psychology) upon which culture 

elaborates.  Thus, much of the research on cognition and culture examines how culture builds 

upon cross-culturally recurrent themes as well as how universal aspects of cognition limit 

cultural variation.  Continued research in this area will contribute much-needed perspectives on 

what is universal about human cognition and how ecological, historical, and cultural factors 

shape shared cognitive systems. 
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