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Unit One Culture

Topic Reading: Extracts About Culture

Extract 1 Understanding Culture _

Culture, in anthropology, refers to the patterns of behavior and thinking that people
living in social groups learn, create, and share. Culture distinguishes one human group from
others. It also distinguishes humans from other animals. A people’s culture includes their
beliefs, rules of behavior, language, rituals, art, technology, styles of dress, ways of pro-
ducing and cooking food, religion, and political and economic systems.

Culture is the most important concept in anthropology. Anthropologists commonly use
the term culture to refer to a society or group in which many or all people live and think in
the same ways.

Culture has several distinguishing characteristics: (1) It is based on symbols — abstract
ways of referring to and understanding ideas, objects, feelings, or behaviors — and the
ability to communicate with symbols using language. (2) Culture is learned. While people
biologically inherit many physical traits and behavioral instincts, culture is socially inherit-
ed. A person must learn culture from other people in a society. (3) Culture is shared. Peo-
ple in the same society share common behaviors and ways of thinking through culture.

Culture is symbolic. People have culture primarily because they can communicate with
and understand symbols. Symbols allow people to develop complex thoughts and to exchange
those thoughts with others. Language and other forms of symbolic communication, such as
art, enable people to create, explain, and record new ideas and information. To convey
new ideas, people constantly invent new symbols, such as for mathematical formulas. In
addition, people may use one symbol, such as a single word, to represent many different
ideas, feelings, or values. Thus, symbols provide a flexible way for people to communicate
even very complex thoughts with each other. For example, only through symbols can archi-
tects, engineers, and construction workers communicate the information necessary to con-
struct a skyscraper or bridge. People have the capacity at birth to construct, understand and
communicate through symbols, primarily by using language. Research has shown, for exam-
ple, that infants have a basic structure of language — a sort of universal grammar — built
into their minds. Infants thus predisposed to learn the languages spoken by the people
around them. Language provides a means to store, process, and communicate amounts of in-
formation that vastly exceed the capabilities of nonhuman animals. For instance, chim-
panzees, the closest genetic relatives of humans, use a few dozen calls and a variety of ges-
tures to communicate in the wild. People have taught some chimps to communicate using
American sign language and picture-based languages, and some have developed vocabularies
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of a few hundred words. But an unabridged English dictionary might contain more than
half-a-million vocabulary entries. Chimpanzees have also not clearly demonstrated the abili-
ty to use grammar, which is crucial for communicating complex thoughts.

In addition, the human vocal tract, unlike that of chimpanzees and other animals, can
create and articulate a wide enough variety of sounds to create millions of distinct words. In
fact, each human language uses only a fraction of the sounds humans can make. The human
brain also contains areas dedicated to the production and interpretation of speech, which
other animals lack. Thus, humans are predisposed in many ways to use symbolic communi-
cation.

Culture is learned. People are not born with culture; they have to learn it. For instance,
people must learn to speak and understand a language and to abide by the rules of a society.
In many societies, all people must learn to produce and prepare food and to construct shel-
ters. In other societies, people must learn a skill to earn money, which they then use to pro-
vide for themselves. In all human societies, children learn culture from adults. Anthropolo-
gists call this process enculturation, or cultural transmission.

Enculturation is a long process. Just learning the intricacies of a human language, a
major part of enculturation, takes many years. Families commonly protect and enculturate
children in the houscholds of their birth for 15 years or more. Only at this point can chil-
dren leave and establish their own households. People also continue to learn throughout
their lifetimes. Thus, most societies respect their elders, who have learned for an entire
lifetime.

Humans are not alone in their ability to learn behaviors, only in the amount and com-
plexity of what they can learn. For example, members of a group of chimpanzees may learn
to use a unique source of food or to fashion some simple tools, behaviors that might distin-
guish them from other chimpanzee groups. But their unique ways of life are minor in com-
parison to the rich cultures that distinguish different human societies. Lacking speech,
chimps are very limited in what they can learn, communicate to others, and pass on from
generation to generation.

Culture is shared. People living together in a society share culture. For example, almost
all people living in the United States share the English language, dress in similar styles, eat
many of the same foods, and celebrate many of the same holidays.

All the people of a society collectively create and maintain culture. Societies preserve
culture for much longer than the life of any one person. They preserve it in the form of
knowledge, such as scientific discoveries; objects, such as works of art; and traditions, such
as the observance of holidays.

Aspects of life touched on by culture

Culture is used in so many different ways because it touches on many aspects of life.
The aspects of life that culture has something to do might fall into the following categories:

-General characteristics

*Food and clothing

-Housing and technology
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*Economy and transportation

*Individual and family activities

*Community and government

*Welfare, religion, and science

Sex and life cycle

These broad categories make it very clear that culture is a complex concept that can be

found in many aspects of life and living. Some of these aspects refer to material things, such

as food and clothing. Some refer to societal and structural things, such as governmental

organization and community structure. Some refer to individual behaviors. Some refer to

reproduction. Some refer to organized activities, such as religion and science.

Notes
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Exercises

I . Answer the following questions:

1. How do you define culture?

What are some of the characteristics of culture?
In what way is culture symbolic?

What is the process of enculturation?

What are some of the aspects of life that culture touches on?

- Replace the italicized parts in the following sentences with words or expressions from

the extract, making changes if necessary.

1. Anne’s generosity is one of her most pleasing characteristics.

2. Peace must be kept in order to develop the economy in this region.

3. Actors are trained to express themselves clearly.

4. The people in the tribe will hold some religious ceremonies to mourn the death of
their chief.

o2}

. The last bus had gone, so three of us had to take a taxi together.
6. His good manners made people more likely to like him.
7. 1 am sorry to say that I haven’t mastered the complexities of the filing system.



8. Human behavior is mostly a product of learning, whereas the behavior of an animal
depends mainly on its natural abilities.

Il. Fill in each blank with the proper word given, paying special attention to the shades of
meaning of words chosen.

symbol, sign, signal, emblem, attribute

a. The dove is now universally taken as a of peace throughout the world.

b. The exports in the first six months in our country have risen by 20%, a that
the domestic economy is improving.

¢. Different countries have different national flowers. Rose is the national of
England.

d. The opinion poll is a clear that voters do not support the President’s foreign
policy.

e. Courage and tactics are considered to be necessary of a good sodier.

V. Translate the following passage into Chinese.

Cultural diversity is one of the most important topics facing psychology today. The
world around us has become increasingly diverse and pluralistic — at work, at school, and at
home. Diversity brings a challenge to all of us in our everyday lives. Many colleges and uni-
versities have met this challenge by infusing their curricula with a new or renewed emphasis
on diversity. New courses that focus on issues of human diversity have been developed in
various disciplines and departments. Existing courses have been revamped and redesigned to
include components on human diversity.

Extract 2 Subculture, Microculture, Minority, and Ethnic Group

In order to try to understand the complexities of cultural patterns, social scientists have
gone to some pains to develop concepts and constructs that are useful in talking about and
describing cultural pluralism. Some of these terms are used interchangeably and may cause
confusion. Four of the terms most commonly used to describe social groups that share
important cultural clements, but are smaller than a whole society, are subculture, microcul-
ture, ethnic group, and minority group.

Subculture is a term used frequently by sociologists to refer to a social group that shares
characteristics that distinguish it in some way from the larger cultural group or society in
which it is embedded. Generally, a subculture is distinguished by sharing either a major uni-
fying set of ideas or practices (like the corporate culture or the drug culture), or a demo-
graphic characteristic (like the adolescent culture or the culture of poverty).

Microculture is also a term that refers to a social group that shares important traits,
values, and behaviors that set it apart to some extent from the larger political society usually
called the macroculture of which it is a part. Although the terms microculture and subculture
are often used interchangeably, the microculture seems to imply a greater linkage with the
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larger culture, and emphasis is often put on the degree to which the microculture acts to in-
terpret, express, and mediate the ideas, values, and institutions of the political community.
Thus, for example, the family, the workplace, or the classroom can be thought of as a
microculture embedded in the larger culture of the neighborhood, the business, or the
school. And all of these are thought to be embedded in the larger community and nation.

Minority group as a sociological term refers to a social group that occupies a subordinate
position in a society. Wagley and Harris define a minority group as one that experiences dis-
crimination and subordination within a society, is separated by physical or cultural traits dis-
approved of by the dominant group, shares a sense of collective identity and common bur-
dens, identifies membership according to a socially invented rule of descent, and is charac-
terized by marriage within the group. Note that these criteria do not fit all groups we might
think of as minority groups. For example, women are often referred to as a “minority
group” because they are thought to be oppressed, even though they constitute more than
half the population and do not, as a rule, marry within their group. Similarly, students who
are African-American or Native American or Hispanic — which are “minority groups” in
terms of their numbers in the total population — often constitute a majority of the popula-
tion in a school; the school is then often referred to as a “ majority-minority school.”

Ethnic group is a term often used when describing human groups who share a common
historical heritage. When asked to complete the statement “ I am. ..” with as many descrip-
tors as can be thought of,, those statements that reflect identification with some collective or
reference group are often indicative of one’s ethnic identity. When one responds that she or
he is Jewish or Polish or Italian, one is identifying with a group of people who share a com-
mon heritage, history, celebrations and traditions, who may enjoy similar foods or speak a
common language other than English. A sense of peoplehood, or the feeling that one’s own
destiny is somehow linked with that of others who share this knowledge, reflects identifica-
tion with an ethnic group.

Notes
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Exercises
1. Answer the following questions:
1. What is subculture? What is microculture?
2. In what way is subculture similar to and different from microculture?

3. What are some of the striking features of minority group and ethnic group?



I . Replace the italicized parts in the following sentences with words or expressions from
the extract, making changes if necessary.
1. The new railway station has a huge clock fixed in the wall.
2. Albert claims that though he has not much property he is of aristocratic origin .
3. Mary has a white skin and blue eyes, something she got from her mother.
4. So far as art treasures are concerned, Italy is one of the richest countries in the
world.

John is often carried away by success, which is a clear sign of his character.

@ o

. To be frank, 1 don’t enjoy the movie because [ don’t share the feelings of any charac-
ters in it.

II. Translate the following passage into Chinese.

Any human society is complex, given the many ways in which its members actually or
potentially interact. Humans, as we have stressed, tend to solve their problems through
cooperative efforts, and in general thrive best when they are interacting with others. While
human societies vary widely in complexity, their structures have much in common. Here we
shall look at the ways in which people categorize or differentiate themselves within larger
social groupings and examine the importance of networks for individuals. We shall also
explore more complex social arrangements, such as descent ideology ethnicity, gender,

caste, and social class.

Extract 3 The Cross-Cultural Approach and Its Impact on Truths
About Human Behavior

A cross-cultural approach is a view of understanding truth and principles about human
behaviors within a global, cross-cultural perspective. Cross-cultural research is any type of
research on human behavior that compares behavior of interest across two or more cultures.
It is a research approach primarily concerned with examining how our knowledge about
people and their behaviors from one culture may be the same or different from that of
people from another culture. In many senses, cross-cultural research not only tests similari-
ties and differences in behaviors, thus expanding our knowledge about people, but also tests
possible limitations of our traditional knowledge by studying people of different cultures. In
its narrowest sense, cross-cultural research simply involves including participants from dif-
ferent cultural backgrounds and testing possible differences between these different groups
of participants. In its broadest sense, however, cross-cultural approaches are concerned
with understanding truth and psychological principles as either universal or culture-specific.

In the United States, psychology is segmented into specific topic areas, such as clinical,
social, developmental, personality, and the like. Cross-cultural approaches in general are
not necessarily topic-specific. Cross-cultural researchers are interested in a broad range of
phenomena related to human behavior — from perception to language, child-rearing to psy-
chopatholgy. Cross-cultural psychologists and cross-cultural research can be found in any
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specific area or subdiscipline within psychology. What delineates a cross-cultural approach
from a traditional or mainstream approach, therefore, is not the phenomenon of interest
but the commonality of testing limitations to knowledge by examining whether that knowl-
edge is applicable to or obtainable from people of different cultural backgrounds.

Although cross-cultural research has existed for many years in fields such as psychology
and anthropology; it has especially gained in popularity over the last few years. No doubt
much of the popularity of a cross-cultural approach is due to our current focus on cultural
diversity and intergroup relations. But, in a much larger sense, an increased interest in
cross-cultural psychology is a normal and healthy development, questioning the nature of the
truths and principles amassed to date and searching for ways to provide an even more accu-
rate picture of human behavior across people of different cultural backgrounds. As psychol-
ogy has matured and such questions have been raised, many scientists and writers have come
to recognize that much of the research and the literature once thought to be universal for all
people is indeed culture bound. The increasing importance and recognition of cross-cultural
approaches in the social sciences, and in psychology in particular, represents our reactions
to this realization. Much of this research and scholarship has had a profound impact on our
understanding of truths and principles about human behavior.

Even without considering knowledge added using a cross-cultural approach, a great
mass of information about people has already been developed. Indeed, an enormous body of
information in the social sciences is considered as truth by American scientists, professors,
and students. The comprehensiveness of most social science textbooks and the density of
most course syllabi attest to the fact that there is a great deal out there to be learned. Why,
you may ask, should it be necessary to go beyond information that currently exists?

Despite the wealth of knowledge that has been gathered, it is vitally important for us to
incorporate a cross-cultural approach to our knowledge and learning base, for at least two
reasons. The first has to do with what we may call scientific philosophy. Scientific philoso-
phy here simply refers to the need to evaluate our truths in terms of the parameters under
which those truths were obtained. More simply put, we need to examine whether the infor-
mation we have learned about is applicable to all cultures or only to some people of some
cultures. Scientific philosophy refers to the notion that we have a duty and an obligation to
ask these questions about the scientific process and about the nature of the truths we have
learned, or will learn, about human behavior.

The second reason it is important for us to incorporate a cross-cultural approach is much
more practical. One of the goals of studying cultural similarities and differences is to help us
in our real-life, everyday interactions and dealings with others. As we come more and more
in contact with people from different cultural backgrounds, it becomes increasingly impor-
tant to learn about universals and cultural-specific in our truths — that is, in the beliefs we
hold about people and the way they are. More importantly, we need to use those universals
and specifics in helping us formulate guiding principles that can be used as resources in our
relations with those people. To be ignorant of such resources would render us inflexible in

our ability to deal with those around us in our dynamic, ever-diversifying world.
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Exercises

I . Answer the following questions:

1.

2
3.
4

What is a cross-cultural approach?

. What is cross-cultural research?

What is the difference between cultural-universal and cultural-specific?

. What are the cross-cultural researchers in the United States mainly concerned with?

And why?

I . Choose the best word from the list given for each blank. Use each word once only and

make proper changes where necessary.

segment, diversify, mainstream, notion,

incorporate, delineate, formulate, obligation

. We still value the Chinese that the elders ought to be respected and taken
good care of.

. After ten years’ experience of growing fruits on his father’s farm he observed that
oranges are usually into 10 or 12 pieces.

. In order to stay competitive and ensure profits, the factory is trying hard to
its products.

. It is good to see that environmental ideas have been absorbed into the of
politics of that country.

. We are quite disappointed to see that our original proposals are not in the
new legislation.

. This company’s employees are pushed too hard and frequently asked by the managers
to meet their contractual

. At the meeting, John paused a while, trying to an answer to satisfy his
audience.

. In a persuasive writing it is important to make your ideas clearly so that

readers can see your points.



Il. Put in the missing words in the blanks.

Living in a second culture can be __ 1 riding on a roller caster. Sometimes foreign visi-
tors are clated; sometimes they are 2 . First, there is the combination of enthusiasm and
excitement thatis _ 3 while traveling. New foods, different clothes, different faces, for-
eign languages, and interesting customs all fascinate the _ 4 . A foreign visitor usually has
high expectation and 5 eager to become 6  with a new culture.

Of course, not everything is easy during a long stay in a second _ 7 . International
travelers may have _ 8 understanding the adjustment problems that beset them. 9
people do not recognize that the problems, feelings, and mood changes that are 10 liv-
ingina _ 11  culture are not unique. It is common for international visitors and immi-
grants to vacillate between loving and _ 12 _ a new country. The newness and strangeness
of a 13 culture are bound to affect a traveler’s emotions.

Extract 4 Culture and Language

One of the most important aspects of our behavior is our ability to communicate with
others. Communication is important in our everyday lives, but it is also important for the
development, maintenance, and transmission of culture. The definition of culture includes
communication of cultural attitudes, values, and beliefs from one generation to the next.
Thus, communication plays a special role in our understanding of culture and cultural influ-
ences on behavior.

When we think of communication in general, the first and perhaps most salient aspect
of communication that comes to mind is verbal language. Words and language play a major
role in our communication processes. Our verbal language, whether English or French or
German or Chinese or Indonesian, is extremely important to our ability to communicate.
People place great emphasis on the words we use and how we use them. Mastery of verbal
language is an important part of any successful communication, and we all tend to make
judgement of people based on their level of mastery of their particular language. Of course,
verbal language is not the only aspect of communication. Another large and important world
of communication is nonverbal communication, including facial expressions, tone of voice,
posture, dress, distance, and the like.

Culture and language share an intimate relationship. Culture influences the structure
and functional use of language, and as such, language can be thought of as the result or
manifestation of culture.

Language also influences and reinforces our cultural values and worldview, thus feeding
back onto them. The cyclical nature of the relationship between culture and language sug-
gests that no complete understanding of culture can be obtained without understanding the
language, and vice versa. We will explore the relationship between culture and the structure
of language. Then, we will examine an important line of reasoning in cross-cultural psychol-
ogy and anthropology known as the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis. This hypothesis suggests that
language helps to structure our worldview and is crucial to the culture-language relationship.
We will look at the special case of bilingualism as it affects behavior and personality and
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examine cultural similarities and differences in language acquisition. I will begin with some
basic reflections about culture and language. Language is a very interesting part of our lives.
Language can be thought of as a manifestation and product of a culture. American English,
its words and how we use them, is a reflection of American culture. Surely, if we examine
the structure and function of American English, we will see many parallels to important
aspects of American culture. Likewise, this is true for any language and culture we exam-
ine.

Examining languages across cultures is important and valuable exercise. It serves as a
bridge to understanding other cultures, and it helps us gain a better understanding and
appreciation of our own culture. Many of us have heard that the Eskimo language contains
more words for snow than exist in the English language. Whorf (1956) was the first to point
this out; he indicated that the Eskimo language actually has three words for snow while the
English language contains a single word, snow, to describe all three types of Eskimo snow.
Many words in other cuitures and languages do not exist in the English language.

When we translate a word in English into its literal equivalent in another language, we
often think the words mean the same. While it is most certainly the case that many words
have generally the same meanings, it is also true that many words in different languages
have different nuances and connotations than what we would expect in American English.
Even common words for breaking, cutting, eating, and drinking can have entirely different
connotations and nuances and will be used in different contexts in other cultures. Moreover,
the associations people of different cultures have to the same word may be different. When
considering the relationship between words in your own language and the same translation
equivalents in another, it is probably best not to consider those translations as exact equiva-
lents. If we take into account all the meanings of a word, it would be very difficult to find
words in different languages that have exactly the same meaning, nuance, connotation, and
associations, even if they are translation equivalents.

These observations make it clear that people of different cultures structure the world
around them differently, at least in the language they use to describe that world. Of course,
this is not only true when comparing different languages across cultures but also when com-
paring different people within the same culture who speak the same language. Two people
using the same language can, and often do, use the same words with different meanings and
in different ways. Language differences within a culture also contribute to possible conflicts
within a culture. But the differences in language structure and use within a culture are prob-
ably less than those between cultures.

It is clear that people of different cultures “slice up” their worlds differently via their
languages, but are these differences so pervasive that they also see the same things different-
ly? Do Americans and Eskimos actually see, think, and feel about snow differently? Or do
they see exactly the same thing but just categorize it differently? Studies examining this and
related questions suggest that language reflects a genuine difference in overall worldview and

is not just a matter of categorization.
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