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Chapter 1 Introduction

“Culture is those deep, common, unstated experiences which members of a given

culture share, which they communicate without knowing, and which form the backdrop
against which all other events are judged. ”

Edward T. Hall

This chapter deals with the interface of two fundamental concepts, culture and

communication. Intercultural communication is the exchange of information between
individuals who are unalike culturally. This broad definition implies that two or more
individuals may be unalike in their national culture, ethnicity, age, gender, or in other
ways that affect their interaction. Their dissimilarity means that effective communication
between them is particularly difficult.

e
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Key words

Culture

Communication

Intercultural communication

Dimensions of cultural variability

Flexible strategies for different patterns of thought

Discussion

What values do all cultures in the world share?

Is there any clear boundary between intercultural and intra-cultural communication?
What forms does intercultural communication often take?

What problems may arise when we come across with a new culture?

Why do we say intercultural study is a multi-dimensional approach that covers a
variety of disciplines?

Which principles should we follow in the study?
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Text A

What Is Culture?

Edward T. Hall

(DCulture is a word that has so many meanings
already that one more can do it no harm. Before this
book is finished I will redefine it again—in such a
way, I hope, as to clarify what has become a very
muddied concept. For anthropologists culture has
long stood for the way of life of a people, for the sum
of their learned behavior patterns, attitudes, and
material things. Though they subscribe to this general
view, most anthropologists tend to disagree however,
on what the precise substance of culture is. In
practice their work often leads some of them to a
fascination with a single category of events among the
many which make up human life, and they tend to
think of this as the essence of all culture. Others,
looking for a point of stability in the flux of society,

often become preoccupied with identifying a common
particle or element which can be found in every aspect of culture. In sum, though the
concept of culture was first defined in print in 1871 by E. B. Tylor, after all these years
it still lacks the rigorous specificity which characterizes many less revolutionary and
useful ideas.

(2Even more unfortunate is the slowness with which the concept of culture has
percolated through the public consciousness. Compared to such notions as the
unconscious or repression, to use two examples from psychology, the idea of culture is a
strange one even to the informed citizen. The reasons for this are well worth noting, for
they suggest some of the difficulties which are inherent in the culture concept itself.

(3From the beginning, culture has been the special province of the anthropologist,
who usually gained a firsthand experience of its pervasive power in the field during the
internship which follows the prescribed period of classroom training. As fledgling
anthropologists moved deeper and deeper into the life of the people they were studying
they inevitably acquired the conviction that culture was real and not just something
dreamed up by the theoretician. Moreover, as they slowly mastered the complexities of a

given culture they were apt to feel that these complexities could be understood in no
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other way than by prolonged experience; and that it was almost impossible to
communicate this understanding to anyone who had not lived through the same
experience.

@ This frame of mind alone would have been
enough to isolate the growing skills of the anthropologists
from the everyday society about them which might have
well used their special insights and knowledge. But
there were other reasons too. What technical training
the anthropologists had was rather lengthy and detailed.
It concerned subjects which seemed to have little
relevance to the problems of the layman engrossed in
his/her own society. Moreover, until the last war few
Americans had even heard of the places the
anthropologists frequented or the people they studied,
who were generally small isolated populations with little

place in the power politics of the modern world. There seemed to be no “practical”
value attached to either what the anthropologist did or what they made of their
discoveries. Except for a certain curiosity or nostalgia which might be satisfied, what
point was there in studying the American Indian, who was usually viewed as the
romantic red man, a remnant of the days long gone, or as an embarrassing reminder that
there had been a time when Americans were ruthless with those who stood in the way of
progress? Despite an occasional flurry of popular interest, anthropology (and the culture
concept which is at its heart) was long associated in people’s minds with subject matter
and individuals who are far removed from the realities of the everyday world of business
and politics. Though it still persists in some quarters, this viewpoint was at its strongest
up until the time of the early 1930s. .

(3The depression changed many things. It led to the peaceful introduction of many
ideas which had been considered revolutionary. One was the application of social
science theory and techniques to the mundane problems of the nation’s domestic
economy. Anthropologists, for example, were suddenly called from their academic
refuge and put to work trying to relieve some of the more pressing burdens of the nation’s
minority groups.

® Among this long-suffering population were the Indians, living miserably
depressed lives on reservations as wards of the government. Most of these Indians had
neither the dignity of their old ways nor the advantages of the now dominant society that
surrounded them. Up to this point it had been the government’s policy to treat all the
different tribes alike, as if they were ignorant and somewhat stubborn children—a
mistake which is yet to be really rectified. A body of custom had grown up in the
government’s Indian Service as to how to “handle” Indians and Indian problems. Like
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the State Department’s Foreign Service, the Indian Service transferred its employees
from post to post so often that they could put in a lifetime of service without learning
anything about the people they were administering. The bureaucracy that grew up was
more oriented toward the problems of the employees than those of the Indians. Under
such conditions it was almost impossible to introduce the disturbing anthropological idea
that the Indians were deeply and significantly different from European-Americans, for
that would have threatened to upset the bureaucratic applecart. Though the treatment of
the Indians by the government still leaves much to be desired, it has been vastly
improved during the years in which trained anthropologists have worked on the
reservations.

(@DIn World War II many anthropologists such as myself were not only put to work
on various projects having to do with the natives of the Southwest Pacific but were even
asked to deal with the Japanese. Under the pressure of war some of the advice we gave
was heeded—though, like many wartime innovations, much that was done was forgotten
in the peace that followed.

@ However, the field work which anthropologists did as pure research, plus the
applied projects on which we worked, was not entirely wasted. If this rich experience
taught us one thing it was that culture is more than mere custom that can be shed or
changed like a suit of clothes. The people we were advising kept bumping their heads
against an invisible barrier, but they did not know what it was. We knew that what they
were up against was a completely different way of organizing life, of thinking, and of
conceiving the underlying assumptions about the family and the state, the economic
system, and even of mankind. The big problem was how to communicate this brute
fact. When we tried to point it out our explanations didn’t make sense. Most of our
attempts were anecdotal and very little was specific.

(©Apart from having problems with laymen who often did not really care about a
definition of culture, we had certain methodological difficulties in the field itself. The
most pressing one was consistency of basic information. Field workers would record their
interpretations of what informants told them, but if someone else visited the same group
and interviewed a different set of informants or even the same informants (a practice
frowned upon by anthropologists) the second man would usually come back with a
different set of interpretations. There was no way to gather data that could be
legitimately checked, no way to reproduce field procedures, no way to equate an event
in culture A with culture B except to try to describe each and they say that they were
different. It was difficult, if not impossible, to say in precise terms what it was that
made one culture really different from another, except to point out that there were
people who raised sheep and others who gathered food; that there were those who
hunted and those who cultivated plants; that people worshiped different gods and
organized their societies in varying ways. The anthropologist knew that there were even



Chapter 1 Introduction 5

more profound differences, but his readers and often the very officials he was advising
preferred to ignore them. Without being quite aware of it these well-meaning gentlemen
assumed a naively evolutionary view which classified most foreigners as
“underdeveloped Americans. ”

(0Even now, when the populations of the so-called “underdeveloped” areas balk
at the introduction of new techniques of health and agriculture by the Americans, they
are thought to be backward and stubborn, or thought to be led by greedy leaders who
have no concern for their people’s welfare. Leaders were usually blamed and sometimes
even accused of coercing their people to resist innovation because it would break their
strangle hold on the economy.

@ Unfortunately some of these things are true, and they offer a convenient excuse
for this country’s failures abroad on the technical assistance, military aid, and
diplomatic fronts. Most of our difficulties stem from our own ignorance. Honest and
sincere people in the field continue to fail to grasp the true significance of the fact that
culture controls behavior in deep and persisting ways, many of which are outside of
awareness and therefore beyond conscious control of the individual. When
anthropologists stress this point they are usually ignored, for they are challenging the
deepest popular American beliefs about ourselves as well as foreigners. They lead
people to see things they might not want to see.

2Moreover, as I have pointed out, the solemn strictures of the anthropologist to
the layman who might make use of these insights lack the necessary concreteness. There
is no way to teach culture in the same way that language is taught. Until recently no one
had defined any basic units of culture. There was no generally agreed upon underlying
theory of culture — no way of being specification way for B to get to the field and check
A’s results. Even today a volume examining the various concepts and theories of
culture, written by the nation’s two most distinguished anthropologists, A. L. Kroeber
and Clyde Kluckhohn, calls for such qualities as “empathy” in the investigator. The
authors also state that no constant elemental units of culture have as yet been
satisfactorily established.

(3 This state of affairs had been a source of irritation for a number of years, and it
drove me to work toward an integrated theory of culture which would overcome the
shortcomings I have just sketched. In 1951, when I came to Washington to train Point
Four technicians, I had a very practical reason for pressing this work toward a tangible
conclusion. Prior to this time I had been teaching at a university and a small college.
College students are content to take subjects for their general interest. Point Four
technicians and Foreign Service officers, on the other hand, are expected to go overseas
and get results, and they have to be well prepared. In general I found that they are not
too interested in the anthropologist’s preoccupation with “what culture is” and tend to
become impatient unless they have been abroad previously and have had some actual
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experience. Foreign Service officers in particular used to take great delight in saying
that what the anthropologists told them about working with the Navajo didn’t do them
much good, for we didn’t have an embassy on the Navajo reservation. Unfortunately the
theory we were able to bring to bear at the time I began working in Washington simply
had no perceived relevance to the operator in the field. Their defenses were too well
entrenched and we could show them no compelling reasons to change. Additional
harassment came from the government administrators who failed to grasp the fact that
there was something really different about overseas operation, that what was needed was
something bold and new, not just more of the same old history, economics, and
politics.

(4Those Foreign Service officers and other trainees who did take seriously what
they heard and managed to make something out of it came up against another problem.
‘They would say, “Yes, I can see that you have something there. Now I'm going to
Damascus. Where can I read something that will help me to do business with the
Arabs?” We were stumped! If they were going to Japan we could tell them to read Ruth
Benedict’s excellent book , The Chrysanthemum and the Sword, with the caution that it
was for background only and they shouldn’t expect to find conditions exactly like those
that Benedict described. Of course the remarkable thing about Benedict’s book was
that, while she had never been to Japan and could only work with Japanese who were in
the United States ( the book was written during the war) , it showed extraordinary insight
into the psychological processes of the Japanese. It is one of the best pieces of evidence
that the anthropologist has something crucial and practical to say if it can only be
systematized.

(5Just about this time George L. Trager and I began our collaboration to develop a
method for the analysis of culture. Our ultimate objectives included five basic steps.

1. To identify the building blocks of culture—what we later came to call the
isolates of culture, akin to the notes in a musical score.

2. To tie these isolates into a biological base so that they could be compared among
cultures. We also stipulated that this comparison be done in such a way that the
conditions be repeatable at will. Without this, anthropology can lay no claim to being a
science.

3. To build up a body of data and a methodology that would enable us to conduct
research and teach each cultural situation in much the same way that language is taught
without having to depend upon such qualities as “empathy” in the researcher.

4. To build a unified theory of culture that would lead us to further research.

5. Finally, to find a way to make our discipline tangibly useful to the non-
specialist.

(6 Trager and I felt that much of the preoccupation of anthropologists with statistics
was having a stultifying effect on our discipline and that the methodologies and theories
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borrowed from sociology, psychology, and other biological and physical sciences had
been ineptly used. In many instances social scientists, under pressure from physical
scientists, have been virtually panicked into adopting prematurely the rigors of formal
mathematics and the “scientific method. ” Our view was that it was necessary for
anthropology to develop its own methodology adapted to its own subject matter.

( The Silent Language, 1959)
Notes

1. Edward T. Hall: Edward Twitchell Hall, Jr. (May 16, 1914 — July 20, 2009) was
an American anthropologist and cross-cultural researcher. He is remembered for
developing the concept of Proxemics, a description of how people behave and react
in different types of culturally defined personal space. Throughout his career, Hall
introduced a number of new concepts, including proxemics, polychronic and
monochronic time, and high and low context culture. In his second book, The
Hidden Dimension, he describes the culturally specific temporal and spatial
dimensions that surround each of us, such as the physical distances people maintain
in different contexts. In The Silent Language, Hall coined the term polychronic to
describe the ability to attend to multiple events simultaneously, as opposed to
“monochronic” individuals and cultures who tend to handle events sequentially. His
third book, Beyond Culture, is notable for having developed the idea of extension
transference.

2. E. B. Tylor: Edward Burnett Tylor ( October 2, 1832 — January 2, 1917) , was an
English anthropologist and representative of cultural evolutionism. In his works
Primitive Culture and Anthropology, he defined the context of the scientific study of
anthropology, based on the evolutionary theories of Charles Lyell. He believed that
there was a functional basis for the development of society and religion, which he
determined was universal. Tylor is considered by many to be a founding figure of the
science of social anthropology, and his scholarly works helped to build the discipline
of anthropology in the nineteenth century. Tylor reintroduced the term animism into
common use.

3. The State Department’s Foreign Service: The State Department’s Foreign Service ,
also called Diplomatic Service, the field force of a foreign office, comprises
diplomatic and consular personnel engaged in representing the home government’s
interests abroad and provides the necessary information on which foreign policy is
based. There is a marked similarity in the Foreign Service organizations of most
countries. Diplomatic and consular functions are generally performed by a single
service, which is expected to serve at home or abroad, enabling interchangeability of
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consular and diplomatic officers. In the United States, despite the absence of an
aristocracy or governing class, wealth and political connections were once important
prerequisites because of low salaries and meagre representation ( entertainment )
allowances.

. The Indian Service: The Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) is agency of the U. S.
Department of the Interior that serves as the principal link between federally
recognized American Indian and Alaska Native populations and the U. S.
government. It is responsible for administering about 66 million acres (27 million
hectares) of land held in trust. It also provides various economic development,
educational, and natural-resource management services to help promote Native
American and Alaska Native self-determination and well-being.

. Ruth Benedict: Ruth Benedict, née Ruth Fulton (June 5, 1887 — September. 17,
1948) , American anthropologist whose theories had a profound influence on cultural
anthropology, especially in the area of culture and personality. Her long-standing
interest in Japanese culture bore fruit in her famous book The Chrysanthemum and
the Sword.

. A. L. Kroeber: A. L. Kroeber, Alfred Louis Kroeber ( June 11, 1876 — October. 5,
1960) in full, was an influential American anthropologist of the first half of the 20th
century, whose primary concern was to understand the nature of culture and its
processes. His interest and competence ranged over the whole of anthropology, and
he made valuable contributions to American Indian ethnology and to the study of
linguistics. His career nearly coincided with the emergence of academic,
professionalized anthropology in the United States and contributed significantly to its
development.

. Clyde Kluckhohn: Clyde K. M. Kluckhohn, Clyde Kay Maben Kluckhohn ( January
11, 1905 — July 29, 1960) in full, was an American professor of anthropology at
Harvard University, who contributed to anthropology in a number of ways: by his
ethnographic studies of the Navajo; by his theories of culture, partial-value systems,
and cultural patterns; by his intellectual leadership and stimulation of a large
number of students; and by his representation of anthropology in government circles
and his work on government projects.

Language points

. Culture is a word that has so many meanings already that one more can do it no
harm. (Para 1)

. Even more unfortunate is the slowness with which the concept of culture has
percolated through the public consciousness. (Para 2)

. As fledgling anthropologists moved deeper and deeper into the life of the people they



