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1. CULTURE LEARNING (PART 1)

I'.U. S. Culture

1 What is culture? Culture is knowledge,beliefs,and behavior
shared by a group of people. People use cultural knowledge and
beliefs to understand their own experience and to guide their
own actions and behavior. When people share a culture, this
generally means that they have a shared language and commu-
nication style as well as shared customs, beliefs, attitudes, and
values. This shared knowledge is learned and is passed on from
generation to generation.

2 A culture of cultures. It is not possible to say that all Ameri-
cans share the same culture. It is more*agpuratet,to speak about
the many cultures of Americans. If you know iHe percent of
population of the U. S. ,you can see why the U. S. is often de-
scribed as a“culture of cultures. ”

3 It is clear that not all Americans are blonde and blue-eyed.
Yet,even though it is not possibie to speak of a single Ameri-
can culture, Americans themselves do talk about a
“ mainstream”.U...S.. culture' that is shared by a majority of
Americans.

4 “§ubmergnd” culture. As you know that culture is like an
1ceberg in that much of it is hidden from sight. As with people
in most cultures, most Americans are not fully aware of their
cultures. That is, their cultural knowledge is“submerged. ”"They
may not be fully conscious of their beliefs and their ways of
thinking and communicating. They may not realize how their
culture influences them.

5 Culture learning is a challenge. Learning American culture is
a challenge. The U. S. is made up of many kinds of people.
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People are not completely aware of their own culture and
won’t always be able to explain it to you. Culture learning
takes time and patience, just as language learning does. When
you first started learning English, you probably didn’t expect
to become fluent in a few weeks or months. Likewise, cultyre
learning takes months and even years. Understanding how dif-
ferent groups of people think and behave is a challenging task.

I . Learning American Culture

Cultural clues. Every person is influenced by his or her own
culture,and every person has a*gnique“,?ersjvqnality. That is,not
everything a person does is cultural. Wh?n:1 fyg{l observe Ameri-
cans and want to understand their behavior, you may some-
times have to ask yourself, “Is this personal behavior,or is it
cultural? Is this just the way this person usually acts,or is this
typical American behavior?” It is often very difficult to an-
swer these questions. You will usually need to meet several
Americans before answering. Look for cultural clues which will
help you to decide if the specific behavior you observed is an
example of typical American behavior. For example, your
teacher jokes with you and sometimes sits on hig or her desk
during class. You think, “Americans are often informal. ” Be-
fore you decide that this is true,look for other clues: Maybe
you will observe Americans acting in the following cultural
ways;

» In a conversation, speakers use one another’s first name,
even when they don’t know each other well.

* In a business meeting, the boss docsn’t always sit in the
same place ;a seat isn’t always reserved for the most impor-
tant person.

 In some parts of the U. S. ,people tend to touch one another
on the shoulder or arm while speaking.

.2.
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+ At a party,someone might tell his or her employee, “Hey,
it’s after working hours. Don’t treat me like your boss!”

By looking for everyday clues such as these,you can decide if
your first observation was of typical American behavior, or
just of personal behavior not necessarily typical of most Ameri-
cans. Then you can safely say, “Americans are often infor-
mal. ” ‘

Learning from miscommunication. Careful observation can
give you valuable cultural clues. A second way to learn Amer-
ican culture is through miscommunication or misunderstand-
ing. That is,if you feel that something kas gone wrong® in an in-
teraction with an American,you may have found an opportu-
nity for culture learning. The following is an example of
learning from cultural miscommunication.

Minh is a young Vietnamese man living in California. Jim,
an American friend,is going to meet Minh in the evening at
Minh’s house. They have decided to meet after dinner, at
eight o’clock. When Jim arrives at Minh’s house, Minh
greets him at the door with, “Hi,Jim. Have you eaten yet?”
Jim appears to be confused and a little uncomfortable. He
doesn’t directly answer Minh’s question.

In this situation, Minh noticed Jim’s discomfort, but he
didn’t understand it. This was an opportunity for learning
something about American culture. For Minh, as a Vietna-
mese, “Have you eaten yet?” is a common way to greet some-
one. For Jim,and for many Americans, this is not'a greeting
and sounds unusual. Jim was especially confused since he and
Minh had decided to meet after dinner.

Minh and Jim discussed what had happened and both
laughed about it. The misunderstanding wasn’t serious at all,
but sometimes it can be. When you suspect that there is mis-
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communication ot a misunderstanding with an American,you
can ask yourself these questions;

+ “Is this miscommunication or confusion due to a cultural
difference or is it something personal?”

+ “Who can I ask to help me understand what happened?”

» “Can I do anything to avoid it in the future?”

Il . Is This Really American Culture?

In learning American culture,your goal should be to learn
the real culture,that is, what really exists. When Americans
describe their culture,they may describe an ideal and not a
real culture. For example, the following are often given as
values of mainstream American culture

*» independence . ..+ equality of all persons
* hard work » directness in communication
* honesty

While many Americans do show these values in their actions,
there are also times when they do not. That is,such values of-
ten describe an ideal way of living. They may describe what
people think their culture should be like,and not what it is al-
ways like. An example of this can be seen in the important
American value of the equality of all persons. The history of
the United States shows Americans trying to change this value
from an ideal to a real value. Today, Americans are continu-
ing these efforts in the areas of racial equality and women’s
and men’s rights.

How can you learn the real culture of Americans? First of
all,don’t accept a cultural explanation from just one person.
Ask several people the same question. Second ,remember that
a cultural description is rarely true for all people of a culture.

-4.



For example, one person may tell you that Americans are
frank,open,and direct in communication. Yet is this always
true?Is it true for all the cultural-groups in the United States?
For women as well as men? For older people as well as
younger people?

12 Cross-cultural perspective. * When you ask about culture,a
person will probably answer you from a partlcq}zr! pomt of
view. For instance,an American will probably tryté glve you
information about the way Americans interact with other
Americans. Sometimes,however,you may be more interested
in how you can best interact with Americans. This is the
cross-cultural perspective. Many Americans may not be able
to give you very clear or helpful answers to questions about
cross-cultural interactions. It is helpful, when you ask ques-
tions, to give specific information about the situation you are
thinking about. For example, you might say “Why can’t my
boss explain things to me so that I can understand?” Better
questions are, “How can 1 ask my boss to speak more
slowly?” or “How can I ask my boss to use simpler words?”
Although you are probably interested in American interaction
with other Americans, you also want to know how Ameri-
cans interact with people from other cultu;es.

Notes

1. mainstream U. S. culture ; customs, beliefs ,and values shared by
a majority of Americans. Mainstream U. S. culture is some-
what based on Northern Europeéan culture.

2. something has gone wrong:something has happened that makes
people uncomfortable or confused.

3. perspective ; understanding ; point of view

Exercises
I . Reading Comprehension
Circle the letter next to the best answer.



1. The U. S. can be called“a culture of cultures”because
a. Americans are very interested in cultures.
. there are many different cultures in America.
c. all Americans share the same culture.

2. Values are like the lower part of an iceberg because
a. values are easily seen.
b. values are not as important as the other aspects of culture.
.c. values are hidden ;people are not always aware of their val-
ues.

3. It is important to understand the difference between personal
behavior and typical cultural behavior because
‘3. everyone in a culture likes to do things the same way.
b. sometimes what one person in a culture does is not the same
as what most people in that culture would do.
¢. you need to know many different kinds of Americans.

4. Independence, hard work, honesty , equality , and directness in
communication are
a. examples of ideal culture for all people.
+ b. examples of ideal American culture.
e. examples of real American culture.

5. A cross-cultural perspective on American culture is important

because

a. each person you talk to will answer you from his or her own
point of view.

.b. it is important to understand how Americans interact with
people from other cultures.

¢. you need to know how people from the different American
cultures interact with each other.

I . Comprehension Check
Read the statements and decide whether it is true or false.

1. It is possible to speak of a single American culture.
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2. Most people are not fully aware of theit own beliefs and value-
S.

3. All behavior that you observe can help you understand cul-
tures.

4. Miscommunication can help you understand cultural differ-
ences.

5. Honesty and directness of communication are described as
American values or characteristics.

6. Any American you talk to can tell you about real American
culture, because all Americans agree about American cultural
values.

. Cloze

According to people who saw it, (1) (a.a larges
bright b. a brightly,large c. a bright,large d. a largely,
bright)object“exploded”over a Siberian forest in 1908 ,making
a very loud noise and causing (2) (a. the spectacular b.
spectacular  c. a spectacular  d. spectacularly ) “cloud of
fire. ”Surprisingly ,scientists  (3)  (a. did visit b. visited
¢. did not visit d. had not visited )the area until 1927. If any-
thing,they were  (4) (a.desiring b. expecting c. want-
ing d. wishing)to find a large hole and fragments of rock that
would indicate the impact of a meteor. (5) (a. However
b. Instead c. Anyhow d. Then)they found an area with
fallen trees radiating out from a central point,and largely de-
stroyed by fire. Recent Soviet studies concluded that an object
exploded about three milles (6) (a.over b.on c¢.about
d. up)the ground. If this destruction was not caused by a mete-
or, (7) (a.then b.but c.so d. or)what did cause it?Some
scientists think that a small comet exploded just before colliding

(8) (a.on b.down c¢.at d. with)the earth and
ignited the forest. Recently a few scientists have noticed that
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the area looks (9) (a.like b.as c.such like d.as if)

"an atomic explosion took place,but they have no explanations
of how or why. There is (10) (a.just b.even c.only
d. likely )a theory that a space ship from another planet explod-
ed while trying to land on earth.

. Writing
Write a description of an object which is-well known to you
but is not well known to your classmates. For example,you can
describe a traditional stove ,musical instrument or boat used in
your home town. You may add a drawing to complete your de-
scription.
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IV . Avoiding Cultural Stereotypes’

In culture learning,it is necessary to make general observa-
tions about groups of people. Let’s say that you observe a few
Americans doing something. For example, you have heard a
few Americans saying “Sir” or “Ma’am ” when speaking to
someone older than they are. Then you ask yourself, “Is there
something cultural about this behavior?”You decide that there
is, and so you conclude, “All Americans act like this. ” Yet
what you observed in this example is an aspect of regional
culture. In the southern U. S. “Sir” and “Ma’am” are used
more frequently than in other regions of the country. If you
decide that something is“American”on the basis of what only
a few people do, you may be making overgeneralizations.
Some overgeneralizations can be completely incorrect. Others
may not consider individual differences at all. They can pre-
vent you from looking at people as individuals. These over-
generalizations,called stereotypes,often create a false view of
another culture. Some stereotypes are positive, such as,
“Americans are honest and hardworking. ” Other stereotypes
are negative,such as “Americans appear friendly, but don’t
really want to have deep friendships. A stereotype , whether

_positive or negative ,describes a group of people,but does not

point out differences among individuals in that group.

In talking about different cultures,we tend to look for gen-
eral descriptions. Especially when one is new to a culture,it is
easy to observe the actions of a few people and conclude that
all people of the culture act in the same way. There are al-
ways differences among people in any group. For this reason,
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the authors stated in the first chapter of this book ;

Remember that the information presented in this book
about culture and communication in the U. S. is general.
There are many kinds of Americans,and many ways of
doing things. The information that follows is usually true
for many Americans,but not for all Americans.

It is rarely possible to describe Americans with expressions
such as, “All Americans. .. ,” or “No Americans. ..”; or
“ Americans always. . . ,” or “Americans never. .. ” Descrip-
tions of Americans are more accurate if they begin, “Many
Americans. . . ,”“Some Americans. .. ,”or“ Americans some-
times. . . ”Each American is different,just as each person in
every other culture is. However ,some general descriptions can
be made.

V . Culture Fatigue

As you are learning a language and culture, it is a good
idea to stop from time to time and ask yourself,“How am I
doing?” Your answer won’t always be a positive one. One
day your answer to this question might be, “Not well. I’'m
tired of trying to do things the way Americans do them. I'm
tired of trying to adapt to American culture. I want to do
things my own way! And I'm tired of speaking English!”
Culture learning, like language learning,is hard work. It can
be tiring. This tired feeling, or culture fatigue,is a normal
part of adapting to a different language and culture. If you
are experiencing culture fatigue you may find yourself need-
ing exact answers and losing patience when you don’t get
them.

In our own cultures, we are often sure of what to do or
how to act. However,when we are trying to adapt to another
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culture,we are sometimes not sure how to act. Even Ameri-
cans will sometimes be unable to tell you exactly how to act
in a certain situation. You may fina that,in answer to ques-
tions about U. S. culture, Americans often ‘answer, “Well , it
depends,”or “It’s hard to say. ”For example, let’s say that
you ask, “Should I shake hands with a woman?”You could
get several answers,such as;

« “Well, it depends. If she’s a young woman, you should
probably shake her hand. If she’s an older woman. . «
well,it depends on the situation. ”

«“If it’s a business situation,yes,always shake hands. But if
it’s not business,it’s hard to say. ”

«“That’s a hard question. Personally, I wait to see if the
woman puts out her hand. If she does,I shake hands. But
if she doesn’t. .. I don’t know. It depends. ”

Your reaction to such answers might be, “I need to know ex-
actly what to do and what not to do. ”For someone learning a
culture,an answer such as“It depends” can be frustrating.
The situation is like trying to put together a jigsaw puzzle? and
discovering that you don’t have all the pieces!

With culture learning questions,there is rarely one answer
except“It depends. “It is rarely possible to answer with, “Do
this”or “Don’t do that. ”Why? Because “Do this,” for exam-
ple, means, “Act this way in all situations with all Ameri-
cans. ”As we have seen,all Americans are not the same and
therefore all situations cannot be the same. “It depends”is
sometimes the best answer.

One result of culture fatigue is that the person who is try-
ing to adapt to a new culture may start asking for clear,defi-
nite answers to all questions. Another result of culture fatigue
may be that the person begins to criticize many things about
the new culture. In learning another culture, you. may observe
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