
INTRODUCTION 
Umbrellas are handy when it rains, but where were the first umbrellas 
used? Where did gold, chess, and pasta originate? What is a typical 
American custom? Such questions can be the basis of a lively lesson on 
the movement of ideas, traditions, and practices from one culture to 
another. Most people have absorbed traits of other cultures into their 
daily lives, and many have imposed aspects of their own customs 
onto others as well. In today’s interconnected world, facets of culture 
are exchanged faster than ever—through trade, travel, advanced 
communications, and the media. 
 

 
 
VOCABULARY (define each word in your own words) 
Culture- 
Customs- 
Cultural- 
Diffusion- 
Artifact- 
foreign- 



 
BACKGROUND 
Culture—the shared way of life of a large group of people—includes languages, religious beliefs and  customs, foods, educational systems, 
forms of recreation, consumer goods, styles of clothing, attitudes, arts, architecture, literature, holidays, celebrations, and technological 
advances. Cultures develop in two ways: spontaneously (through local invention) or by borrowing aspects of other cultures. The movement of 
cultural elements from one group of people to another, called  cultural diffusion, occurs when cultures come in contact with each other. 
Today, most cultures are blends of other cultures. Many of the everyday  artifacts and customs that may be thought of as “American” were 
once considered  foreign. They were borrowed from other cultures, then adapted to fit specific cultural needs, and are now familiar parts of 
our daily lives. Intercultural contact can take place through trade, travel, exploration, immigration, wars or conquests, organized exchange 
programs, and the communications media. 
 
CONCLUSION 
Three possible reactions to newly diffused ideas, customs, and inventions 
are acceptance, rejection, or adaptation and modification to suit the needs 
of the receiving culture. What are examples of cultural diffusion taking 
place in the world today?  With advanced communications cultural 
diffusion can take place more rapidly than ever. 
 
ASSIGNMENT 
1. Read the story, underline each artifact or custom, and note its place of origin. 
2. Place an X on the map at each location, using atlases to identify unfamiliar places. (Hint: some places mentioned in the story: 
Florida, Ohio, and Wisconsin in the United 
States, as well as Belgium, Brazil, Canada, Central America, China, Egypt, 
England, France, Germany, Italy, Japan, Mexico, and Taiwan.) 
3. Write a complete paragraph about the movement of culture from one group of people to another, answering: 
By looking at the map, how can you tell how and why any of these items traveled from one culture to another? 
	  
	  


