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money people have, the value of their homes, or their status in the community can 
further delineate their identity.

Together, cultural and social borders significantly influence identity and the steps 
people will take to preserve it. They are what define us—our common practices and 
how we respond to different ones that disorient us. Ethnicity, race, gender, and religion 
further delineate our identity. All of these characteristics create the cultural framework 
in which we place ourselves. Reflecting these distinctions, the United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), a specialized agency of 
the United Nations (UN) devoted to the fostering of peace through intercultural dia-
logue, defines culture as “the set of distinctive spiritual, material, intellectual and 
emotional features of society or a social group, that encompasses, not only art and 
literature, but lifestyles, ways of living together, value systems, traditions and beliefs.”4 
We can build upon this definition to understand who we are and our relationship to 
others in terms of the world’s cultural and social borders.

Cultural and Social Borders: 
Understanding Identity

Historically, people gathered into distinct groups based on common practices 
and the need for survival. The naturally occurring geographic boundaries that 
brought people together were the primary markers of identity. The basic needs 
for water, food, and shelter unified them. Means of communication, religion, 
and societal practices further solidified their relationships. Tradition or physical 
strength determined leadership within the group. For each unit, a sense of iden-
tity also emerged from its shared experiences and indigenous traits.

As particular groups of people began to encounter other groups—the “other” 
became a defining factor in their identity. Trade routes developed, and accounts 
of early long-distance journeys reflected how people saw themselves as different 
or superior. Cultural anthropologist 
Ida Magli notes that the first published 
“anthropological” description of 
Native Americans as a result of these 
early journeys appeared in 1512.5 
These observations relied both on the 
physical characteristics of the peoples 
they encountered and on these peo-
ple’s clothing, weapons, and customs. 
Englishman John White would bring 
these images to life with his watercolor 
drawings of the Algonquian Indians 

How Do You Define Your 
Culture?

What is your native state or country?

Where did you grow up?

Where do you live now?

What religion or traditions do you or your family practice?

What languages do you speak?

What are you the first person in your family to do?

How Do You
Connect?


