Culture, climate change

& ecology:
maklng connections -
achlevmg change




Overview

» Why talk about culture in relation to environmental
change?

» Contemporary ways of understanding culture
» How cultures develop & shape identity & experience

» How cultures influence decision-making and
behaviour at various scales

» Transforming culture for improved environmental
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First — a short video from the Climate Council — following the release of
the latest IPCC Report — discuss this for its cultural ‘messages’ :

» ‘expert’ V family/community member’s knowledge
* Conveying — positivity, action ( use of colour, graphics, movement, voice over)

* Science as trustworthy — cultural value? For some groups — but contested by
others

* Assumptions about Youth culture ( possible intended audience?) — how to
engage?

* Hope versus despair/ tuning out — how to engage the audience

* Cultural understandings of the way communication works — sending and
receiving messages Vs creating meaning through exchange of ideas/ respect



Why cultural change?
» Ecological knowledge is critical BUT insufficient for
change

» Cultural change essential for achieving kinds and
scope of change needed to address enormous CC,
environment and ‘sustainability challenges world is

facing

» Art of the possible
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Perspectives on culture

» Term used widely in contemporary western society
» Varied meanings and uses:

> Science / medicine
> Anthropology

> Sociology

o Cultural Studies

> Psychology

> Organisational and management studies

Contemporary approaches to ‘culture’; Shift in social sciences focus of
interest/study:

* Anthropology/ethnography — indigenous, ethnic, alien, strange,

* Sociology, Marxist theory - “Us” — aspects of western experience categories/divisions,
hegemony, social divisions, control, dominant culture, sub-cultures, marginal, ‘deviant’
groups — punk, rock, gay and lesbian, sects

* Social/Psychology/psychoanalysis — behavioural focus, agency

* Organisational theory — leadership, groups/teams, individual employee behaviour

* Communication theory — shift from ‘channels’, messages, transmission to creation of
shared meaning; technology

* Cultural, Postmodern/poststructural, feminist theory — power, discourse, text, the
body, challenge to scientific objectivity, ‘truth’, limits to rationality

* Postcolonial, subaltern studies — imperialism, marginalisation, disruption, theorising
‘from below’, politics of difference



Some understandings of culture

» Sets of values, beliefs, symbols, behaviours and
practices, products or artifacts

» Communication and learning

» Cultures are dynamic - change over time/at different
rates

» Power is central - culture is political

» Some actors have greater power than others to create
and shift cultural values and identities

Sets of values, beliefs, symbols, behaviours and practices that:
* are generated & learned through collectives & social institutions;
* position individuals in relation to other humans, animal and plant life and the wider
universe;
* Become internalised overtime and can be difficult to change - enculturation

Culture is political ( e.g. Marx, Foucault, Spivak, feminist theory)
* expresses relations of power - contestation, marginalisation
* naturalises the social order as an inevitable ‘fact’
* obscures underlying unequal and exploitative relations
* presents historically specific sets of relations as ‘natural’, universal

Communication is central
* Enculturation (learning How to act, who to be)
* Acculturation (taking up cultural elements of another group)
* Much more complex than ‘transmission’ of values
* Shared meanings, knowledge production and dissemination; narratives; hegemony
* Institutions — family, educational, religious, sporting clubs, marriage, social systems
(e.g. legal, medical, political, media)
* High/popular culture - Literature, music, film



Common metaphors of culture

We struggle to devise images to adequately
___explain the complexities of culture.......

Various metaphors have been used to try and visually represent culture.

The ‘tree of life’ and the iceberg are two of the most common. However, these

depict culture as something solid and static rather than distributed, volatile, and
open to change.

Nets and webs attempt to emphasise the interconnections within and between
cultures, their somewhat boundedness, and potential points of intervention
“breaking’ and change. However, the spider’s web in particular, gets into the
problematic of a single creator!

Feminist, Postcolonial and subaltern theories:

* Deconstructing marginalising processes and structures that position
particular groups and associated sets of beliefs and practices

* Engaging in ‘dialogue on the margins’
* |dentifiying opportunities for resistance and action

*  Creating and disseminating counter narratives to hegemonic neoliberal
discourses



Contemporary theorising on culture

» Power relations and networks
» Agency and change - capacity for choice, action

» Cultural identity: shifting, produced inter-
discursively

» Contradiction, contestation, fragmentation

Postmodern — socially constructed, becoming - shifting, ‘fragmented self’,
contradictory, produced within relations of power by discursive and disciplinary

practices (Foucault)

Problem of agency and change — ethical discourses (Foucault), resistance
(Giddens, feminist, postcolonial and subaltern theories)

Capacity for choice, action change — out of interdiscursive, socially constructed,
contradictory

Narratives — for telling unified story about ourselves and the world



Globalisation

» Ever increasing abundance of global connections and our understanding
of them (Barker 2008)

» Identifiable processes of integration and disintegration

» Cultural homogenisation but not monolithic, not only West to East;
global north to south (hybridisation, fragmentation)

» Capacities for agency, resistance, contestation - but also for cooptation,
commodification

» Disruption of scale (Gorbis, 2013)

“... globalization is the disruptive and uneven process by which we come to share
common standards after the eclipse of distance. Because there are usually multiple
possible standards that might enable global cooperation in any specific domain, the

choice of any one of them is socially and politically consequential.” (Singh Grewal,
2008:20)

* Everincreasing abundance of global connections and our understanding of them
(Barker 2008)

* |dentifiable processes of integration and disintegration

o economic systems — capitalism, WTO, World Bank,

o Language — loss of local and ascendancy of English / Mandarin

o Practices — architecture, airconditioning

o Values and beliefs — christian, muslim, human rights movements, progress,
extrinsic/intrinsic, democracy, socialism

o Technological change — travel, electronic communication, ethnic diasporas

* Cultural homogenisation but not monolithic, not only West to East; global
north to south (hybridisation, fragmentation)

» Capacities for agency, resistance, contestation — but also for cooptation,
commodification

* Disruption of scale — internet, social/ information media, web business —
non-hierarchical — reduction of distribution costs; mediated versus direct
communication (Marina Gorbis, 2013)



cultural change and transformation

“The organization of social change is a dynamic
process that exists at the intersections of culture,
structure, and agency (Dutta, 2011: 239).”

» Identifying issues

» Framing issues

» Organising

» Empowerment

» Resource identification and mobilisation
» Elite relationships

» Dealing with inevitable tensions

Organizing for social change Collective identity - community becomes a key stakeholder in decision-making
processes; link with transnational identities/movements; global networks — internet, social media. knowledge
production, information sharing to create awareness, achieve common foundations and agendas for the
collective, securing access to resources, developing strategies and tactics

Identifying issues. Articulation of common relevant issues interpreted as a threat by individuals and collectives
— seeds of social change process sown — often connecting locally situated with globally positioned arguments
and actors (226-7)

Framing issues - Challenge taken-for-granted assumptions in dominant knowledge production systems;
challenge dominant interpretations and modes of political and economic organizing by offering alternative
and/or connecting interpretive frameworks for understanding issues & sites for resistive practice ;
Communicate to audiences by articulating and amplifying - connecting and aligning events, selecting and
packaging cultural symbols and alternative narratives to challenge dominant structures and mobilize public
participation in social change

Empowerment - Assumes agency to act at local level - diverse local stakeholders and skills —additional
expertise and knowledge to connect with issues and actors in other locations

Resource identification and mobilization - intersection of material with symbolic —including securing
economic support from outside the local through networks and ties

Elite relationships with institutional actors - Political and other networking including with dominant
institutional structures including a broader global framework of organizations and actors - critical to success;
Building cooperative networks with other social movement organizations —facilitated by internet

Tensions in organizing for social/cultural change - Common - conflict in building solidarity (trust, camaraderie,
commitment); Spaces for dialogue (including disagreement) and trust to produce social cohesion and solidarity

Resistance versus co-optation

Politics of resistance - alternatives to neoliberal forms of economic and political organizing. Recognizing sites/
actors, resistive politics within dominant power structures but also risk of co-optation (e.g. funding, legal
requirements)



Art, performance & cultural
products

”...by combining culture and politics, social movements serve to
reconstitute both, providing a broader political and historical context
for cultural expression, and offering, in turn, the resources of culture -
traditions, music, artistic expression - to the action repertoires of
political struggle... [T]he collective identity formation that takes place
in social movements is a central catalyst of broader changes in values,
ideas and ways of life.” (Eyerman and Jamison,1998:7)

“Performances not only disrupt structures through the participation of
the subaltern sectors, but also create opening for change by servicing
as collective sites at which new narratives and meaning structures are
co-constructed by participants, and by issuing direct calls to action
motivated towards disrupting structures.” (Basu & Dutta, 2009;
Johnson, 2009; Reed, 2005 in Dutta, 2011:213)

Performances created openings for social change (Dutta, 2011) through:

* Reinterpreting structures — rearranging symbols to create new meanings —
influence public opinion and policy

* Constituting identities — collective identities differentiated from other groups,
organizations — create solidarity and entry points for action against dominant
structures, narration of the politics of change through cultural symbols,
practices, rituals

* enactment of individual and collective agency

* circulation, adoption and reconstitution of cultural symbols to draw attention to
unequal structures
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Narratives & culture

Telling unified stories about ourselves and the world

“..human agency, intentionality, actions, perceptions, and experiences
are conceived, understood and mediated by cultural and personal
narratives, and...the struggle for recognition is played out between
humans in the narrative field. Through a process of ongoing creation
and recreation, a continual dialectical movement between memory
and anticipation, and the relations between humans that it
facilitates, narrative brings forth the human processes of knowledge,
culture, tradition, truth, reality, consciousness and identity.” (Rankin,
2002:1)
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Culture and change
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Summary

» Culture is socially constructed and learned
» Power relations are central

» Includes material and structural elements
» Communication as shared understandings
» Dominance, contestation, marginalisation
» Convergence and move to homogeneity

» Shifts and changes at different scales and rates

Within contemporary social sciences, culture is widely understood as a social construct. That
is, cultures and the associated behaviours (e.g. patterns of association, rules) symbolic forms
(e.g. language, dress), have developed out of human values and beliefs about human
existence and our place in the various locations and times within which people have
inhabited the world. Culture is learned; cultures change over time. Relations of power are
central to the development of culture; and to cultural change; not all members of a cultural
group have equal capacity to shape culture. Culture serves various functions in delineating
membership, roles, what is permitted, what is accepted as ‘truth’, what is considered deviant
or valued.

The term ‘dominant culture’ is widely used to refer to the strongest and most visible
expressions of cultural values and behaviours. Dominance is an indication of the power and
therefore, influence, of particular values, ways of knowing and being. However, contradiction
and contestation — are also characteristics of culture. To varying degrees, and across space
and time, all cultures change, manifesting degrees of heterogeneity within, even seemingly
homogenous cultural groupings and ways of being in the world. Processes and arrangements,
which serve to oppress, and marginalise dissenting values, views, voices and ways of being
are evident within and between members of cultural groups.

It is this potential for challenge and change that offers potential for those seeking to address
the enormous challenges of climate change and environmental degradation. Understanding
how cultures are formed, shared, disrupted and changed is central to transformative
processes.
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