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Chapter1 Introduction to Culture

1. Definition of Culture

The term “culture” has many different meanings. Some may interpret it as a good
understanding of music, fine arts, and literary works. Others, archaeologists, for
example, may think it as pieces of ancient bricks. Some social scientists regard it as
consisting of the symbolic, conceptional, and intangible aspects of human societies. For
our purpose of study, we adopt the anthropologists’ view of culture.

Damen, L. (1987) defines culture as “learned and
shared human patterns or models for living; day-to-day
living patterns. These patterns and models pervade
all aspects of human social interaction. Culture is
mankind’s primary adaptive mechanism”.

Petroglyphs (1) in Ningxia, China, Erom this definition, we can find that culture refers to

dating hack o e eIt . patterns that concern our everyday life. Edward T.

Hall, the American anthropologist and cross-cultural researcher, claimed, “There is not
one aspect of human life that is not touched and altered by culture. ” Culture is an adaptive
mechanism that can help human beings to survive in the changing natural environments.

However, culture is invisible. It is subject to change just because it exists only in our
minds. The visible things, such as the food and drinks we have at table, the bunch of
flowers in reception, or the written language, that distinguish one social group from
another are merely representation or products of culture. They are not culture in
themselves. Even the antiques the archaeologists dig up are only material remains that
reflect cultural patterns.

2. Cultural Universals

Culture is unique to a specific social group. So the United States has American culture,
China Chinese culture and Japan Japanese culture. And different ethnic groups in one
i, 3 J—



country or different communities may have subcultures too. For example, in China, the
Tibetans, Manchus, Mongolians and many other ethnic groups have their special living
patterns or models; people living in South China have different models from those in the
North. And they also share something in common as all of them belong to the bigger
culture—Chinese culture.

Even though different cultures have developed their own specific patterns, all cultures have
some traits in common. The traits and patterns that are common to all human cultures
worldwide are called cultural universals. Elements of cultural universals can distinguish one
culture from another. To quote from Samovar, L. and R. Porter (2004), these elements
may include history, religion (or worldview), values, social organization and language.

2.1 History

Every culture has its history. And history is passed on from generation to generation. The
stories of the past offer the members of a culture part of their identity while highlighting the
culture’ s origins or traditions. All cultures pass on a history that helps shape their
members, each history is unique to a particular culture and carries a specific cultural
message. The Americans appreciate their ancestors’ pilgrim voyage to the New World,
while the Chinese may be proud of the building of the Great Wall.

2.2 Religion or Worldview

Another feature of all cultures is their religion or worldview. The influence of religion or
worldview can be seen in the entire structure of a culture. Both consciously and
unconsciously, and in varied degrees, religion or worldview impacts everything from
business practices (the Protestant work ethic) to politics (the link between Islam and
government) to individual behavior (a code of ethics).

2.3 Values

Values are cultural standards or judgments of what is right, good, or desirable. The

connection between values and culture is so strong that it is hard to talk about one without

the other. Values help determine how people ought to behave. For example, all cultures

have a value toward the elderly, but it is often very different as you move from culture to

culture. In most Asian countries, the elderly are highly respected and revered. They are

even sought out for advice. This is quite different in the United States, where the emphasis
e R



is on youth.

2.4 Social Organization

Another feature found in all cultures is social organizations, which are also referred to as
social systems or social structures. They represent the various social units, such as the
family, government, schools and tribes, all of which help the members of the culture
organize their lives. Social organizations help establish your circle of communication
(e.g. your friends and relatives) and regulate norms of personal, familial and social
conduct. Social organizations are unique to each culture. For example, in some cultures
there are kings and queens, while in others presidents and prime ministers. In some
cultures, polygamy is a common practice, in others it is prohibited by law. Within a social
structure, culture assigns roles to the various players—whether you should bow to or shake
hands with someone you meet, and how you should dress depend on the culture you are in
and your role in a social organization.

2.5 Language

Language is another feature that is common to all cultures and that allows the members of
the culture to communicate with one another. Language, of course, includes not only
words but other symbols; it also includes the rules for combining them in sentences,
songs, pictures, etc. (Macionis, J.) Language enables the members of the culture to
share ideas, feelings, and information. It is also a medium to pass on a culture from
generation to generation. Whether it be English, Swahili, Chinese, or French, the
languages are specific for different cultures.

3. Characteristics of Culture

According to the definition and cultural universals cited above, cultures around the world
share some common characteristics: culture is
shared, learned based on symbols, it is an integrated
system, and subject to change.

3.1 Culture Is Shared

All the people of a society collectively create and chinese People in Xi’ an are celebrating
maintain a culture. Societies preserve culture for much Christmas .

_5_



longer than the life of any one person. They keep it in the form of knowledge (scientific
discoveries), objects (works of art), and traditions (holidays).

Culture is shared by the people living together in the same society. For example, almost
all people living in China speak Chinese, dress in similar styles, eat many of the same
foods, and celebrate the Spring Festival, National Day and other holidays.

Culture can also be shared across societies. Since no human society exists in complete
isolation, different societies also exchange and share culture. In fact, all societies have
some interactions with others. In the past, products bearing Chinese culture were shared
by people in Middle and West Asia and even the Europeans through the Silk Road. Maize
and tomato originated from America were spread to the world. Today, many people
around the world use similar kinds of technology, such as cars, telephones, and
televisions. Commercial trade and communication technologies, such as computer
networks, have created a form of global culture. Therefore, it has become increasingly
difficult to find culture that is shared within only a single society.

Cultural exchange can provide many benefits for all societies. But sometimes such
exchanges can cause damage to a culture.

3.2 Culture Is Learned

People are not born with culture; they have to learn it. Any normal baby can be placed
into any family on earth and grows up to learn their culture and accept it as his or her own.
We }nay learn culture from a large variety of sources. Family, church and school are the
most powerful “teaching forces”. Besides, there are also some of the more invisible
“instructors” and “instructions” (Samovar and Porter, 2004). These instructors are:
proverbs, folktales, legends and myths, art and mass media.

Proverbs are usually brief lines, but they are words of wisdom. They can reflect the value
and worldview of a culture. Folktales, legends and myths tell stories that are intended to
transmit the important aspects of the culture from person to person and from generation to
generation. And the subject matter of these cultural stories concerns the fundamentals of
human existence: where we and everything in our world came from, why we are here, and
where we are going. A trip to any museum in the world quickly reveals how the art of a
culture is yet another method of passing on culture. Mass media, such as books,
magazines and newspapers, radio, and television, contain messages of culture. They are
—e 6 =,



very powerful in promoting cultures.

3.3 Culture Is Based on Symbols

According to Macionis, a symbol is anything that carries a
particular meaning recognized by people who share culture. So
an object, picture, or particular mark is a symbol, written words
or sounds are symbols, too. Symbols are vehicles of culture,

without symbols, cultural transmission might be impossible.

In Hinduism , the cow is a
The symbols may take various forms. The Five-stared Red Flag symbol of wealth, strength,
symbolizes P. R. China; a ring on the ring finger symbolizes  and selfless giving.
someone that is married; and a bow or a handshake may stand for a greeting.

3.4 Culture Is an Integrated System

Cultures is composed of parts that are related to each other. In order to keep the culture
functioning, all the parts must be integrated. For example, the worldview of a culture may
influence the values, and the values will influence the family size, the work ethic and even
spiritual pursuits of a culture. Sometimes, changes in spiritual pursuits and work ethic may
in turn affect the family size, values and worldview. Moreover, culture is subject to
change.

3.5 Culture Is Subject to Change

Cultures is passed on from generation to generation.

In this process, new cultural traits are added, some
old ones are lost because they are no longer useful.
For example, most city dwellers today do not have or
need the skills required for survival in a wilderness.
But what is the most important in modern urban life is
the ability to drive a car, use a computer, and
undersfand how to obtain food in a supermarket or

restaurant.
Left: a Chinese girl with bound feet in

Changes may take place as a result of both inventions  the Qing dynasty. Right: a modemn

within a society and the spread of cultural traits from ~ Cfinese girl is trying on sandls .
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one society to another. In the 19th century, French and English became official languages
in many countries because of the expansion of their colonialism. Last century, with the
Women’s Mbvement, women were no longer just housewives. They can get the same job
and the same pay as men. This change may further influence the structure of a family.

4. Classifications of Culture

Cultures can be classified according to different standards. By regions, they can be
classified into Chinese culture, Japanese culture, American culture and so on. By religions
or ethnic groups, there are Arabic culture or Islamic culture, Christian culture, Germanic
culture, etc. What we are going to deal with here are cultures categorized by value
tendencies (individualism and collectivism) and by communication style ( high-context
culture and low-context culture).

4.1 Individualism vs. Collectivism

Individualism holds that the individual is the single and most important unit in a society and
the ultimate standard of value. This view does not deny that societies exist or that people
benefit from living in them, but it sees society as a collection of individuals, not something
over and above them. Individualism emphasizes independence and personal achievement.
Individualists hold that every person is an end in himself and that no person should be
sacrificed for the sake of another. To them, individuality is of greatest value. Western
countries, such as the United States, Australia, Great Britain, Canada, the Netherlands
and New Zealand tend towards individualism.

In cultures that have the value tendency of individualism, competition rather than
cooperation is encouraged. Much more importance is attached to personal goals than
community goals. Therefore, the loyalty of the individualists to a community will be very
weak, for they think they belong to many communities, they may constantly shift from one
group to another.

In a culture of collectivism, there is a solid social framework that distinguishes between

in-groups and out-groups. People depend on their in-group (relatives, families, clans and

organizations) to look after them, so they should be faithful to their group. In this kind of

culture “we” rather than “I” is emphasized. Achievements are considered as produbts of a

community. Group needs are placed above personal needs. Countries like China,

Pakistan, Colombia, Peru and many African countries belong to this kind of culture.
— 8 —



Members of collective cultures seldom make decisions by themselves. For them, the
group is considered the primary, and the standard of moral value.

4.2 High-context Culture vs. Low-context Culture

In his book, Beyond Culture, Edward T. Hall (1976) put forward the terms high-context
culture and low-context culture. To make it clear, context here refers to the information
that surrounds an event, it is closely related to the meaning of the event. According to
Hall, cultures are classified into high-context and low-context based on the degree to which
messages in communication come from the settings or from the words being exchanged.
The following continuum of levels of context in various cultures was determined in 1986 by
Copeland & L. Griggs.

Lower Context Culture

German-Swiss

German

Scandinavian

American

English Canadian

French Canadian

French

Italian

Spanish

Mexican

Greek

Arab

Chinese

Japanese

Higher Context Culture
High-context communication always occurs among in-groups, for they share similar
tradition, experiences and information networks. So in a high-context culture, many
messages being exchanged during communication do not have to be conveyed through
words, they may be conveyed through gestures, silence and even space. Employees from
high-context cultures like China and France may adapt to their good friends, families and
"also to close colleagues (in-group members). They communicate with them intensively

and exchange specific and detailed information about many different topics.



Low-context cultures, such as Germany or the United States make much less extensive use
of such similar experiences and expectations to communicate, since the members have
less common experiences. Much more is explained through words, instead of the context.

Within communication, members of low-context culture exchange information just to the
necessary extent so that work can be done and they don’t discuss or exchange information
constantly in their work environment and colleagues.

High-context often has something to do with collectivistic culture. So in high-context
culture, members first need to build up an interpersonal relationship. They place great
importance® on circumstance, etiquette, the relative status of the participants in a
communication and the manner of message’ s delivery. They tend to be reserved when
their own opinions are needed. In case of a meeting, members of high-context culture
would not interact and express their disagreement or reservations. They think
circumstances and relationships are as important as work, so they would comment only in
a more private or appropriate occasion.

In contrast, low-context cultures are more individualistic. Members (the Americans or the
Germans) may argue about each other’s opinion within the decision-making process and
take discussions in their own hands to come to an agreement. Within this process members
of low-context tend to be precise and provide just the required information.

Tasks:

1. What is meant by the sentence “Culture is mankind’s primary adaptive mechanism”?

2. Find out the evidence that culture is shared across societies. And discuss the advantages
and disadvantages of cultural exchange.

3. Give some examples to explain “proverbs reflect the value and worldview of a culture”.

4. Give examples to illustrate the changes Chinese cultural patterns have experienced since
the early 20th century.

5. Suppose you are working in an American company, what do you, as a Chinese, have to
do to adapt to the environment?

6. Find out some evidence to prove that Chinese culture belongs to high-context culture.



Chapter 2 Intercultural Communication

As we know from Chapter 1, there are many different cultural groups in the world. And
much difference exists in terms of value tendencies and communication styles. However,
with the development of global economy, the world has become a place where all the
people get much more interconnected than ever before. Sometimes we may find ourselves
in a situation where you have to interact with those whose backgrounds, worldviews and
even lifestyles are totally different from ours. In such a circumstance, what we need is a
command of the knowledge of intercultural communication.

Intercultural communication, as is also referred to as cross-cultural communication, is a
field of study that looks at how people from different countries and cultures act,
communicate and perceive the world around them. In another sense, intercultural
communication also studies the situations where people from different cultural backgrounds
interact.

Intercultural communication is very challenging, so in this chapter what we are going to do
is: to recognize the problems or the barriers that hamper intercultural communication; and
to learn how to improve our intercultural communication competence.

1. Barriers in Intercultural Communication

In the process of intercultural communication, we might encounter some of the following
problems.

1.1 Seeking Similarity

Birds of a feather flock together. This means that most people like to be around those who
have similar values, habits and lifestyles. We may feel uncomfortable when facing
stranger, while familiarity can give us a sense of security. Seeking similarity is
understandable, but problems arise when people only interact with those who have
common backgrounds and exclude those that are different. Examples of this tendency can
be found in the fact that some people prefer their own kind and shut the door on the
unfamiliar, and that some hold hostility towards people from another culture.



1.2 Ethnocentrism

Ethnocentrism is the tendency to believe that one’s own race or ethnic group is the most
important and that some or all aspects of its culture are superior to those of other groups.
Most people have the notion that their own values and practices are better than those of
others. For example, members of one culture may think the eating of animals (dogs or
cats) as barbarous and abnormal; some view the men wearing robes and having four
wives as unbearable.

As a major barrier to intercultural communication, ethnocentrism may take one form or
another in intercultural contacts. The typical ethnocentric attitudes are: most other cultures
are backward compared with my culture; my culture should be the sole model for other
cultures; most people from other cultures just don’ t know what’s good for them; people in
my culture have just about the best lifestyles of anywhere. Therefore, ethnocentrists would
not trust and cooperate with people who are different.

People having the tendency of ethnocentrism tend to judge other people habitually and
unconsciously by using their own customs as the standards. Because of its habitual nature,
ethnocentrism is hard to overcome and often causes miscommunication in intercultural
contacts. Moreover, it tends to result in prejudice and discrimination.

1.3 Stereotyping

According to Samovar and Porter (2004), stereotyping is a complex form of categorization
that mentally organizes your experiences and guides you behavior toward a particular
group of people. Stereotyping is as old as human culture itself, and can be found in nearly
every intercultural situation.

One reason people stereotype is that it is too difficult to take in all of the complexities of
other people. Even though stereotyping is inaccurate, it is efficient. Human beings have
the psychological need to label or categorize. The world is too big and too complex for us
to know, so we have to classify and simplify what we encounter into categories.

Childhood influences are some of the most complex and influential factors in developing
stereotypes. Though they can be absorbed at any age, stereotypes are usually acquired in
early childhood under the influence of parents, teachers, peers, and the media. Once a
stereotype is learned, it often becomes ever-lasting.



