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Introduction

I. What Is Culture?

I Preview

What is the culture of a country? If someone asked you to describe your country’s culture, which of
the following words would you mention?
art dance holidays beliefs food houses cities geography literature climate
government music customs history

What Is Culture?
By Deepa Kartha

Without culture, and the relative freedom it implies, society, even when perfect, is but a jungle.
This is why any authentic creation is a gift to the future
—Albert Camus

Culture is an integral part of every society. It is a learned
pattern of behavior and ways in which a person lives his or
her life. Culture is essential for the existence of a society,
because it binds people together. In the explicit sense of the
term, culture constitutes the music, food, arts and literature
of a society. However, these are only the products of culture
followed by the society and cannot be defined as culture.

According to English Anthropologist Edward B Taylor,
culture is “that complex whole which includes knowledge,

belief, art, law, morals, custom, and any other capabilities
and habits acquired by man as a member of society.”

Culture is something that a person learns from his family and surroundings, and is not ingrained
in him from birth. It does not have any biological connection because even if a person is brought up
in a culture different from that in which he was born, he imbibes the culture of the society where he
grows up. It is also not a hidden fact that some people feel the need to follow the beliefs and traditions
of their own culture, even though they might be not subscribing to certain ideologies within.

Culture is a complex tool which every individual has to learn to survive in a society. It is the
means through which people interact with others in the society. It acts in a subconscious way and
whatever we see and perceive, seems to be normal and natural. Sometimes, other societies and people
seem to be a little odd because they have a different culture from ours. We must remember that every
society has a distinct culture that forms the backbone of the society. Culture does not remain stagnant,
on the other hand it is evolving constantly and is in fact somewhat influenced by the other cultures and
societies.
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Every society has a different culture, where people share a specific language, traditions,
behaviors, perceptions and beliefs. Culture gives them an identity which makes them unique and
different from people of other cultures. When people of different cultures migrate and settle in another
society, the culture of that society becomes the dominant culture and those of the immigrants form the
subculture of the community. Usually, people who settle in other nations imbibe the new culture, while
at the same time strive to preserve their own.

Although every society has a specific culture, there are certain elements of culture that are
universal. They are known as cultural universals, in which there are certain behavioral traits and
patterns that are shared by all cultures around the world. For instance, classifying relations based on
blood relations and marriage, differentiating between good and bad, having some form of art, use of
jewelry, classifying people according to gender and age, etc., are common in all cultures of the world.

Some people believe that humans are the only living beings who have a culture. But, there is a
group of people who believe in the existence of culture even in animals. It is said that animals have
certain social rules which they teach their young ones as a medium for survival.

Culture is necessary to establish an order and discipline in the society. It is not only a means
of communication between people, but also creates a feeling of belonging and togetherness among
people in the society.

b In review

. What is culture according to the author?

. Where do people learn their culture?

. What are the functions of culture?

. Do you agree with the quotation by Edward T. Hall in the following? Do people really not
understand their own culture? What aspects of a country’s culture are the hardest to understand?

B S

Culture hides much more than it reveals, and strangely enough what it hides, it hides most
effectively from its own participants. Years of study have convinced me that the real job is not to

understand foreign culture but to understand our own.
— Edward T. Hall

I1. Culture Analogies

b+ Preview

How would you complete the sentence “Culture is like a 7?7 If you are asked to draw a model
for culture on a sheet of paper, what would you draw? What comes to mind? What’s your reason?

Culture Analogies
By Brooks Peterson

I will never suggest that there is only one right analogy to use or one right way to think about
culture. I encourage people I work with to come up with their own models, metaphors, or analogies
for describing it. What analogy would you use? Stop and think about it. How would you complete the
sentence “Culture is like a ”? If I asked you to draw a model for culture on a sheet of paper,



Introduction (

what would you draw? Consider it a minute before you read on. What comes to mind?
When I ask people in my classes or work- shops to draw an analogy to describe culture, they
come up with a lot of creative answers. I have seen culture described

and drawn as a rose, a hot dog, a spiderweb, a pizza, a toilet, clouds, a PR -]
wheat field, a bathtub, a circus, a dog (complete with fleas), and so on. \'{ (‘2:," i 3
Other common analogy that Americans seem to like (and they’re more g § { ("_" o ; "/{f_’)
appealing than a toilet) represent culture as a melting pot, salad bowl, Y ad
tapestry, or mosaic. ',:f g

{

A tree is another way to describe culture. For me, it’s a good
analogy because practically everyone from everywhere knows what
a tree is. A tree has parts you see immediately, such as branches and ((‘f : 4

leaves. But a tree also has more interesting aspects the closer and
deeper you go: birds’ nests, fruit, bark, trunk, rings inside the wood, termites—and the life-giving
roots underground.

A tree probably makes a more workable analogy than pizza.
Trees are formed over many years by the constant, slow impact of
their environment (wind, rain, sunlight, nutrients) just as people
are slowly formed (by family, diet, environment, education). Trees
change from year to year (dropping their leaves, losing branches,
and growing new ones), but they remain essentially the same tree
over time. Cultures and individuals may also adopt ever-changing
popular trends, but somehow they remain essentially the same over
time. All trees need sunlight, air, and water just as all humans have
basic needs such as food, shelter, and clothing, and other needs such

as various relationships, a sense of work or personal purpose, and so
forth. Yet a pine tree will always be different from a maple tree just
as a Russian will always be different from an Argentinean. There are certainly other insights we could
have about culture by using the tree analogy.

Even though I've never seen one up close, I most often like
to describe culture as an iceberg. While everybody knows what a
tree is, people from some places may not know what an iceberg
is. Still, T find it to be a useful analogy because of one important
element: an iceberg has a part you see and a part you don’t. This -
analogy is commonly used among cross-culturalists, and I like to
use it with businesspeople because they can visualize what can
happen if they ignore the much larger part of the iceberg that lies
underwater—their business efforts may indeed crash and sink.

An important first distinction to make when examining any
culture, therefore, is between the part you see (“tip-of-the-iceberg”
or “above-the-waterline” culture) and the part you don’t (“bottom-of-the-iceberg” or “under-the-water”
culture).

Most businesspeople are eager to study the tip of the iceberg. This is understandable because it’s
the first thing people are aware of encountering when going to another culture. (Note: I didn’t say it’s
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the first thing people encounter, I said it’s the first thing people are aware of encountering! As people
learn more about the cultures they deal with, they may realize with the clarity of hindsight ways in
which they were running into the bottom of the iceberg!) When you take an interest in another place,
whether it’s because you’re going there or interacting with someone from there, the first questions
that naturally pop into mind are along the lines of “What does it look like there?” or “Is it crowded?”
or “What’s the food like over there?” Our curiosity and attention are understandably first drawn to

certain aspects of the respective cultures we deal with,

ﬂ‘Tip-of—the—iceberg” culture is anything you\ such as French cuisine, the Egyptian pyramids, sumo

can perceive with your five senses: wrestling, Chinese painting, Jamaican music, Chinese
« Language opera costumes, and so forth. These things can be fun (or
: ;{’)‘(’)’Z'EC’"’e delicious!) to learn about.
« Population They can also be amusing, shocking, or perspective
* Music building. Usually the most off-putting things about other
) fﬁf’:,::%”emmm cultures are what we see at the tip of the iceberg: I was
« Pace of life shocked, and amused, to see an elderly Asian man in
) f;:'ﬁf,‘f;al display the Hong Kong airport loudly clear his throat and, with
« Leisure aotivities a “graaaak” and a “patooey,” eject a hearty glob of spit
* Eye contact onto the nice new blue-gray airport carpeting. People
\'Sp ores _/  from nearly everywhere are stunned at how fat many

Americans are and surprised at how loudly they speak.
The fact that Brazilians routinely run red lights at night, even when right next to a police car, certainly
is different from what a German might be used to. Americans are disgusted when the French smoke
nonstop in enclosed public places, and the French cannot understand why Americans allow themselves
to be controlled by smoking laws and low speed limits. South Americans are puzzled when everyone
is herded out of American bars as the 1:00 AM closing time approaches, and many people around the
world view American drinking-age laws as silly.

The tip of the iceberg can be interesting, but just as approximately 80 percent of an iceberg’s
mass is underwater, perhaps 80 percent of the important aspects of culture are also contained in the
invisible and usually unconscious characteristics of culture.

Bottom-of-the-iceberg cultural concepts are extremely important for businesspeople to know. So
let’s take a closer look at the part of the iceberg that is under the water and why it’s important.

The under-the-water part of the iceberg represents what
we can’t perceive with the five senses (you just can’t see or
smell “time”; you can’t taste “harmony”). The deeper you
go toward the bottom of the iceberg, the more important the

Behaviors . o
items are. For example, we may be able to change an opinion

Five Senses . .
over the course of a five-minute conversation, but a value or

conviction is far more entrenched, far longer lasting.

Opinions

Viewpoints We could add more to this section of the iceberg, too:
Attitudes beliefs, assumptions, thoughts, hunches, and so forth.
Philosophies I advise businesspeople to look for the cultural traits both

Values

at the tip of the iceberg and below the waterline. There are
Convictions

two main reasons for this.
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First, the bottom of the iceberg is the foundation for what you see at the top. If you understand
the underlying causes of why people behave the way they do, you are a little more likely to be able
to anticipate how they may act or react in a variety of situations. For example, someone from a
country where people prefer stronger leadership systems and more direction from superiors might
(but is not guaranteed to) react better to clearer direction and closer supervision. Conversely, someone
from a culture tending toward less structured leadership systems or a more relaxed supervisory style
might want to be left alone to complete an assignment as he or she sees fit and not be micromanaged
throughout a project. When someone does act or react a certain way, you are much more likely to be
able to make sense of what is going on as it happens if you understand the “bottom of the iceberg”
well. Neither of the two parts of the iceberg may be ignored; sadly, otherwise savvy professionals
often ignore the underwater part of the iceberg.

The second reason for the importance of the lower four-fifths of the iceberg is that these
principles apply to all cultures on earth. When you study and try to memorize a long list of facts and
figures (and tip-of- the-iceberg information) about Italy, you can’t apply this information on your
business trip to Germany. However, you will be surprised at how many of the general principles you
learn while studying the bottom of the “Italian iceberg” can be applied in some way to the German
iceberg, or to the Saudi iceberg, even though these cultures are drastically different.

P Inreview

1. What analogies do people use to describe culture? Do you think they are reasonable?

2. Why does the author use a tree to describe culture?

3. What aspects of culture can be perceived as the “tip-of-the-iceberg™ and what aspects can be
perceived as “under-the-water™?

4. Why is it important for us to understand the culture traits of both the “tip-of-the-iceberg” and the
“under-the-water”?

5. Do you agree with the author’s idea that culture is like an iceberg? Can you use some examples in
your life to explain the visible and invisible iceberg of culture?

Ill. The Values Americans Live By

P Preview

1. High-context culture and the contrasting low-context culture are terms presented by the
anthropologist Edward T. Hall in his 1976 book Beyond Culture. It refers to a culture’s tendency to
use high-context messages over low-context messages in routine communication. This choice of
speaking styles translates into a culture that will cater to in-groups, an in-group being a group that
has similar experiences and expectations, from which inferences are drawn. In a higher-context
culture, many things are left unsaid, letting the culture explain. Words and word choice become
very important in higher-context communication, since a few words can communicate a complex
message very effectively to an in-group (but less effectively outside that group), while in a low-
context culture, the communicator needs to be much more explicit and the value of a single word is
less important. Read the following situations and decide which ones are low context and which are
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high context.

(1) People have a hard time saying no.

(2) Paying attention to the status of the communicator is as important as the message itself.

(3) The message is more important than the status of who communicated it.

(4) Business is conducted only after enough time is taken for talking about family, health,

important politics, etc.

(5) People get down to business right away and often omit any “small” talk.

(6) It is alright to say “I disagree” to your professor in class.

(7) Use of intermediaries or go-betweens is common.

(8) “I don’t understand” is often used to voice disagreement.

(9) If you want something, it’s best to come out and ask for it.

(10) Hinting at something is an effective way of getting what you want.

2. When you see the word “American”, what images appear in your mind?

3. What do you think Americans value most? Do you think American culture is a low context culture
or a high one? What about the Chinese culture?

The Values Americans Live By
By L. Robert Kohls

Most Americans would have a difficult time telling you, specifically, what the values are that
Americans live by. They have never given the matter much thought.

Even if Americans had considered this question, they would probably, in the end, decide not to
answer in terms of a definitive list of values. The reason for this decision is itself one very American
value—their belief that every individual is so unique that the same list of values could never be
applied to all, or even most, of their fellow citizens.

Although Americans may think of themselves as being more varied and unpredictable than they
actually are, it is significant that they think they are. Americans tend to think they have been only
slightly influenced by family, church or schools. In the end, each believes, “I personally chose which
values I want to live my own life by.”

Despite this self-evaluation, a foreign anthropologist could observe Americans and produce a list
of common values that would fit most Americans. The list of typically American values would stand
in sharp contrast to the values commonly held by the people of many other countries.

We, the staff of the Washington International Center, have been introducing thousands of
international visitors to life in the United States for more than a third of a century. This has caused us
to try to look at Americans through the eyes of our visitors. We feel confident that the values listed
here describe most (but not all) Americans.

Furthermore, we can say that if the foreign visitor really understood how deeply ingrained these
13 values are in Americans, he or she would then be able to understand 95% of American actions—
action that might otherwise appear strange or unbelievable when evaluated from the perspective of the
foreigner’s own society and its values.

The different behaviors of a people or a culture make sense only when seen through the basic
beliefs, assumptions and values of that particular group. When you encounter an action, or hear a
statement in the United States that surprises you, try to see it as an expression of one or more of the
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values listed here. For example, when you ask Americans for directions to get to a particular address
in their own city, they may explain, in great detail, how you can get there on your own, but may never
even consider walking two city blocks with you to lead you to the place. Some foreign visitors have
interpreted this sort of action as showing Americans’ “unfriendliness.” We would suggest, instead,
that the self-help concept (value number 6 on our list), is so strong in Americans that they firmly
believe that no adult would ever want, even temporarily, to be dependent on another. Also, their future
orientation (value 8) makes Americans think it is better to prepare you to find other addresses on your
own in the future.

Before proceeding to the list itself, we should also point out that Americans see all of these
values as very positive ones. They are not aware, for example, that the people in many Third World
countries view change (value 2) as negative or threatening. In fact, all 13 of these American values are
judged by many of the word’s citizens as negative and undesirable. Therefore, it is not enough simply
to familiarize yourself with these values. You must also, so far as possible, consider them without the
negative or derogatory connotation that they might have for you, based on your own experience and
cultural identity.

It is important to state emphatically that our purpose in providing you with this list of the most
important American values is not to convert you, the foreign visitor, to our values. We couldn’t
achieve that goal even if we wanted to, and we don’t want to. We simply want to help you understand
the Americans with whom you will be relating—from their own value system rather that from yours.

1. PERSONAL CONTROL OVER THE ENVIRONMENT

Americans no longer believe in the power of Fate, and they have come to look at people who
do as being backward, primitive, or hopelessly naive. To be called “fatalistic” is one of the worst
criticisms one can receive in the American context; to an American, it means one is superstitious and
lazy, unwilling to take any initiative in bringing about improvement.

In the United States, people consider it normal and right that Man should control Nature, rather
than the other way around. More specifically, people believe every single individual should have
control over whatever in the environment might potentially affect him or her. The problems of one’s
life are not seen as having resulted from bad luck as much as having come from one’s laziness in
pursuing a better life. Furthermore, it is considered normal that anyone should look out for his or her
own self-interests first and foremost.

Most Americans find it impossible to accept that there are some things that lie beyond the power
of humans to achieve. And Americans have literally gone to the moon, because they refused to accept
earthly limitations.

Americans seem to be challenged, even compelled, to do, by one means or another (and often at
great cost) what seven-eighths of the world is certain cannot be done.

2. CHANGE

In the American mind, change is seen as an indisputably good condition. Change is strongly
linked to development, improvement, progress, and growth. Many older, more traditional cultures
consider change as a disruptive, destructive force, to be avoided if at all possible. Instead of change,
such societies value stability, continuity, tradition, and a rich and ancient heritage—none of which are
vaiued very much in the United States.
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These first two values—the belief that we can do anything and the belief that any change is
good—together with an American belief in the virtue of hard work and the belief that each individual
has a responsibility to do the best he or she can do have helped Americans achieve some great
accomplishments. So whether these beliefs are true is really irrelevant; what is important is that
Americans have considered them to be true and have acted as if they were, thus, in effect, causing
them to happen.

3. TIME AND ITS CONTROL

Time is, for the average American, of utmost importance. To the foreign visitor, Americans
seem to be more concerned with getting things accomplished on time (according to a predetermined
schedule) than they are with developing deep interpersonal relations. Schedules, for the American, are
meant to be planned and then followed in the smallest detail.

It may seem to you that most Americans are completely controlled by the little machines they
wear on their wrists, cutting their discussions off abruptly to make it to their next appointment on time.

Americans’ language is filled with references to time, giving a clear indication of how much it is
valued. Time is something to be “on,” to be “kept,” “filled,” “saved,” “used,” “spent,” “wasted,” “lost,”
“gained,” “planned,” “given,” “made the most of,” even “killed.”

The international visitor soon learns that it is considered very rude to be late—even by 10
minutes—for an appointment in the United States. (Whenever it is absolutely impossible to be on
time, you should phone ahead and tell the person you have been unavoidably detained and will be a
half hour—or whatever—Ilate.)

Time is so valued in America, because by considering time to be important one can clearly
accomplish more that if one “wastes” time and does not keep busy. This philosophy has proven its
worth. It has enabled Americans to be extremely productive, and productivity itself is highly valued
in the United States. Many American proverbs stress the value in guarding our time, using it wisely,
setting and working toward specific goals, and even expending our time and energy today so that the
fruits of our labor may be enjoyed at a later time. (This latter concept is called “delayed gratification.”)

4. EQUALITY/EGALITARIANISM

Equality is, for Americans, one of their most cherished values. This concept is so important for
Americans that they have even given it a religious basis. They say all people have been “created
equal.” Most Americans believe that God views all humans alike without regard to intelligence,
physical condition or economic status. In secular terms this belief is translated into the assertion that
all people have an equal opportunity to succeed in life. Americans differ in opinion about how to make
this ideal into a reality. Yet virtually all agree that equality is an important civic and social goal.

The equality concept often makes Americans seem strange to foreign visitors. Seven-eighths
of the world feels quite differently. To them, rank and status and authority are seen as much more
desirable considerations—even if they personally happen to find themselves near the bottom of the
social order. Class and authority seem to give people in those other societies a sense of security and
certainty. People outside the United States consider it reassuring to know, from birth, who they are and
where they fit into the complex system called “society”.

Many highly-placed foreign visitors to the United States are insulted by the way they are treated
by service personnel (such as waiters in restaurants, clerks in stores, taxi drivers, etc.). Americans



