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Chapter 1 Culture

I. Definition of Culture

“Culture’” derives from the Latin word “Cultura,” meaning
“Cultivation,” and “Tillage,” which implies that just like land in need of
tillage, human culture needs cultivating. The term “culture” and its
interpretation vary greatly in literature, One important reason for that is
culture and its connected values and beliefs are constantly shifting and
moving within countries. Some extremists even hold the view that there is
no national culture at all, because subcultures within a country can vary
greatly in their values and beliefs.

Probably the most classic definition of culture, which forms the basis
of our modemn understanding of the term, was provided by the
19th-century English anthropologist Edward Burnett Taylor in the first
paragraph of his Primitive Culture (1871), “Culture...taken in its widest
ethnographic sense, is that complex whole which includes knowledge,
belief, art, morals, law, custom, and any other capabilities and habits
acquired by man as a member of society.” As early as 1952, Kroeber and
Kluckhohn summarized 164 definitions of culture. There may be now
around 200 definitions, but the most widely accepted one was proposed by
Edward Hall in 1977, “Culture is the total accumula_tion of beliefs, customs,
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values, behaviors, institutions and communication patterns that are shared,
learned and passed down through the generations in an identifiable group of

people.”
II. Characteristics of Culture

Although there are a variety of definitions of culture, the following

traits are common to all.

1. Culture is Shared

Culture is the system of shared values, assumptions, beliefs or
patterns of behaviors held within a group, organization, or society. It is not
the property of any individual. Generally speaking, if two people come
from the same cultural background, we assume they share the same
patterns of living, such as the same set of symbols used for communication,
the similar rules of speaking and writing, the shared etiquette for dining,
etc. For instance, people in the United States speak English, dress in
similar styles, eat more or less in the same manner, and celebrate many of
the same holidays, especially Christmas. Compared with this, almost all
Chinese speak Chinese, in spite of various types of dialects, dress similarly,
eat foods with chopsticks, and celebrate Chinese festive days, especially
the Spring Festival. It is apparent that individuals differ from one to
another in their way of conduct, but it is much more efficient and
comfortable for two from the similar or the same backgrounds to
communicate with each other. For the sake of efiective communication
between or among different cultures, it is quite necessary for people to
know the others’ ways of living which may be quite different from their

OWIL.
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