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Culture as a Complex System  
 

This talk will be concerned with two questions: How does the “complex systems 
lens” helps us to better understand and model “culture”? How is the “culture as 
CAS” perspective useful and relevant to policy-makers? 
 

“Culture” is a famously ambiguous term: a recent survey of academic literature 
found more than 250 different definitions. In this talk, the term will be used in a 
variety of senses including: (1) “culture” as beliefs, opinions, transferable traits, or 
“memes”; (2) “culture” as agents’ internal models of how the world operates; (3) 
“culture” as social learning, practices, and behavior, (4) “culture” as material 
artifacts, such as art or technology. 
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Moreover, “culture” interacts with policy-making in a complex and non-linear ways: 
(1) “culture” is an important and frequently latent factor that affects the behavior of 
social-agents in policy-problems (e.g., interactional norms, social practices, taboos 
and stigmas, etc.); (2) “culture” may be directly managed and modified by policy 
(via media, education, arts and cultural funding, etc.); (3) “culture” informs, 
influences, and constrains the internal models that policy-makers use to analyze 
problems and reach solutions (via belief, opinion, ideology, etc.). 
 

Given the wide-ranging conceptions both of what culture is and how culture 
operates, we will need a diverse and flexible (but still rigorous) toolkit for modeling 
relevant mechanisms. 
 

Complex systems theory provides a highly relevant basket of tools, including 
agent-based modeling, network analysis, information theory, genetic algorithms, 
and evolutionary game theory. It also provides a flexible framework for thinking 
about complex, diverse, and constantly changing systems. A major emphasis of 
the talk will be thinking in terms of such models and being creative about how to 
adapt them to the domain of culture. 
 

 


