Culture defined

The word "culture" has literally dozens of definitions—most of which will be ignored here. By culture, for instance, we do not mean the in​tellectually and socially "cultured" person, nor do we refer to the arts— literature, painting, the opera, etc. These are valid meanings of the word, but not what is being referred to here.
Instead, we are using "culture" in the anthropological sense. For the purposes, here is the definition we like best:
CULTURE = an integrated system of learned behavior patterns that are characteristic of the members of any given society. Culture refers to the total way of life of particular groups of people. It includes every​thing that a group of people thinks, says, does, and makes—its sys​tems of attitudes and feelings. Culture is learned and transmitted from generation to generation.
By this definition, we can see that a particular culture would consist of at least the following:
· Manners
• Social institutions
· Customs
• Religious beliefs
· Beliefs
• Myths and legends
· Ceremonies
• Knowledge
· Rituals
• Values
In short, culture is the total way of life of any group of people.
It is obvious, therefore, that culture is woven intricately into the very fiber of every member of the group and is one of the controlling influences in the way people live—the way they think, the way they speak, and the way they behave. When these "patterns of culture," which are built into each of us, encounter other and different patterns of culture (as oc​curs when you go from your own culture group to live in another, for example), conflict, dissonance, and disorientation are the almost inevita​ble result.
"Culture," thus, is central to die experience of living overseas. The next several chapters will be spent delving rather deeply into what cul​ture is and how it affects you as an American.
Now that we have a working definition of culture, we're ready to make a number of generalizations which follow naturally one from the other:
1. By definition, to be "human" means to be part of a culture. It is impossible to conceive of humans outside of culture. Humans create culture and culture creates humans.

2. Most cultures developed separately, in isolation, thousands of years ago. The ways which eventually developed were adapted and evolved slowly and painstakingly, through trial and error, by each group independently. The course of this evolution was based primarily on the ability of each element in the culture to contribute to the physical and psychological survival of the group.

3. The culture of any group represents an extremely complex and interrelated package where every aspect is interwoven and intermeshed with all other aspects. To change any one part of a culture inevitably affects many other parts of the culture.

4. Every society, in developing its own culture, must meet the needs of the group in at least ten basic areas. The first three items on the following list are generally recognized as the "necessities of life." This is true if we are thinking of individuals. If we speak of society as a whole, however, the last seven items may be seen as equally "necessary" to maintain culture.
  • Food
• Government

|  • Clothing
• Defense
   • Shelter
• Arts/Crafts

· Family organization
• Knowledge/Science
· Social organization
• Religion
5. It was highly likely, indeed almost inevitable, that different groups would come up with different sets of solutions to these ten basic needs.

6. There are no intrinsically "right" or "wrong" solutions, no ob​jectively provable "better" or "worse" ways of meeting these needs. There are not absolutes. For practical purposes there are-only different solutions. This is a key point and a very complex issue. We are not advocating ethical or moral neutrality. Approval of such practices as head shrinking, human sacrifice or cannibalism is not required or even recommended in order to recognize that there is an inherent logic in every culture. 

7. An equally key point is that every group of people, every culture, is, and has always been, ethnocentric; that is, it thinks its own solutions are superior and would be recognized as superior by any right-thinking, intelligent, logical human being. It is significant that to each group, their own view of the world appears to be the "common sense" or "natural" view. Let's take a brief look, by the way of example, at Americans and the cultural characteristic of cleanliness. We generally consider ourselves among the cleanest people in the world. We're quick to criticize many other countries and cultures as being "dirty." Yet consider for a moment the following:
· When Americans bathe, they soak, wash and rinse their bodies in the same water—though they would never wash their clothes and dishes that way. The Japanese, who use different water for each of these steps, find the American way of bathing hard to understand, even dirty.

· An orthodox Hindu from India considers it "dirty" to eat with knives, forks, and spoons instead of with his own clean fingers.

DOMINANT AMERICAN CULTURAL PATTERNS

What Are the Cultural Values of People in the U.S.? (A Project)
Introduction: All cultures are a complex mixture of their beliefs, values, attitudes, norms (rules) and material life. The United States and Kazakhstan are no exception. Americans and Kazakhstanis perceive the world based on certain beliefs and values/As we learned earlier in the .course, some of people's beliefs and values are personal, but many stem from the respective cultures.
Cultural patterns are the ways people approach life. You could say that cultural patterns represent all aspects of a person's cultural heritage (Samovar, and Porter, 1995, p.84). For the next two seminars we are going to look at eight key American cultural patterns in some detail:
· Individualism
· Equality
· Informality
· The Future (Change, Progress)
•
Achievement, Action, Work & Materialism
e
Directness & Assertiveness
· Time
· Challenging Authority
American people are predominantly a mixture of African Americans, Native Americans, Latino Americans, Asian Americans and White European Americans, with many other groups also represented. In fact, there are 125 ethnic groups and 1,200 religious groups in the country (Samovar, and Porter, 1995, p.84).
What it means is that it is not possible to come up with typical American cultural patterns for everyone. So, what we will do over the next two seminars is to concentrate on eight cultural patterns that control and dominate the major institutions (like businesses). These patterns are also important to study because they form the foundation of many other U.S. beliefs and actions. For example, we are going to learn about individualism, which drives American traits such as status, leadership, competition, and assertiveness. If you understand these eight values, you will have a good basic understanding of many of the cultural influences that affect business and academic life in the U.S.
An interesting aspect of culture is that people do not tend to learn their culture's values until they travel abroad or spend a good deal of time with people from other cultures. So, you may find that many Americans have not thought a Jot about the cultural values that influence them. Likewise, you may not have thought
much about the cultural values that influence you. As we discuss American values, we'll consider corresponding values in Kazakhstani culture. How might your values influence your interactions with people from other cultures? How might Kazakhstani cultural values and American cultural values work well or not work well together in business, academic and social life?
Dominant American Cultural Patterns: Readings

1. INDIVIDUALISM
The most important thing about Americans is probably their devotion to "individualism." They have been trained since very early in their lives to consider themselves as separate individuals who are responsible for their own situations. They have not been trained to see themselves as members of a close-knit, tightly interdependent family, religious group, tribe, nation, or other collectivity.
You can see it in the way Americans treat their children. Even very young children are given opportunities to make their own choices and express their opinions. A parent will ask a one-year-old child what color balloon she wants, which candy bar she would prefer, or whether she wants to sit next to mommy or daddy. The child's preference will normally be accommodated.
2. EQUALITY

Americans are also distinctive in the degree to which they believe in the ideal, as stated in their Declaration of Independence, that "all men are created equal." Although they sometimes violate the ideal in their daily lives, particularly in matters of interracial relationships, Americans have a deep faith that in some fundamental way all people (at least all American people) are of equal value, that no one is born superior to anyone else. "One man, one vote," they say, conveying the idea that any person's opinion is as valid and worthy of attention as any other person's opinion,
Americans are generally quite uncomfortable when someone treats them with obvious deference. They dislike being the subjects of open displays of respect - being bowed to, being deferred to, being treated as though they could do no wrong or make no unreasonable requests.
It is not just males who are created equal, in the American conception, but females too. While Americans often violate the idea in practice, they do generally assume that women are the equal of men, deserving of the same level of respect. Women, according to the viewpoint of the feminists who since the 1970's have been struggling to get what they consider a "fair shake" for females in the society, may be different from men but are in no way inferior to them.
This is not to say that Americans make no distinctions among themselves as a result of such characteristics as sex, age, or social position. They do. But the distinctions are acknowledged in subtle ways. Tone of voice, order of speaking, choice of words, seating arrangements - such are the means by which Americans acknowledge status differences among themselves. People of higher status are more likely to speak first, louder, and longer. They sit at the head of the table, or in the most comfortable chair. They feel free to interrupt other speakers more than others feel free to interrupt them. The higher status person may put a hand on the shoulder of the lower status person; if there is touching between the people involved, the higher status person will touch first.
Foreigners who are accustomed to more obvious displays of respect (such as bowing, averting eyes from the face of the higher status person, or using honorific titles) often overlook the ways in which Americans show respect for people of higher status. They think, incorrectly, that Americans are generally unaware of status differences and disrespectful of other people. What is distinctive about the American outlook on the matter of equality are the underlying assumptions that no matter what his or her initial station in life, any individual has the potential to achieve high standing and that everyone, no matter how unfortunate, deserves some basic level of respectful treatment.
Equality
Closely related to individualism is the American value of equality, which is emphasized in everything from government ("All men are created equal") to social relationships ("Just call me by my first name"). The value of equality is prevalent in both primary and secondary social relationships: for instance, most of the primary social relationships within a family tend to advance equality rather than hierarchy; and friendships, co-worker relationships, and other kinds of secondary relationships are characterized by equality.
As we shall see later in this chapter, the value of equality in American social relationships creates communication problems in mtercultural settings. Americans like to treat others as equals and prefer to be treated in the same manner when they interact in business or social environments. People from cultures that have rigid, hierarchical social structures therefore find it disconcerting to work with Americans: they negate the value of such hierarchical structures by asking advice of subordinates and talking about personal matters in public.
3. INFORMALITY
Their notions of equality lead Americans to be quite informal in their general behavior and in their relationships with other people. Store clerks and waiters, for example, may introduce themselves by their first [given] names and treat customers in a casual, friendly manner. American clerks, like other Americans, have been trained to believe that they are as valuable as any other people, even if they happen to be engaged at a given time in an occupation that others might consider lowly. This informal behavior can outrage foreign visitors who hold high stations in countries where it is not assumed that "all men are created equal."
People from societies where general behavior is more formal than it is in America are struck by the informality of American speech, dress, and posture. Idiomatic speech (commonly called "slang") is heavily used on most occasions, with formal speech reserved for public events and fairly formal situations. People of almost any station in life can be seen in public wearing jeans, sandals, or other informal attire. People slouch down-in chairs or lean on walls or furniture when they talk, rather than maintaining an erect bearing.
A brochure advertising a highly-regarded liberal-arts college contains a photograph showing the college's president, dressed in shorts and an old T-shirt, jogging past one of the classroom buildings on bis campus. Americans are likely to find the photograph appealing: "here is a college president who's just like anyone else. He doesn't think he's too good for us."
The superficial friendliness for which Americans are so well known is related to their informal, egalitarian approach to other people. "Hi!" they will say to just about anyone. "Howya doin?" (That is, "How are you doing?" or "How are you?") This behavior reflects less a special interest in the person addressed than a concern (not conscious) for showing that one is a "regular guy," part of a group of normal, pleasant people - like the college president
hamburgers but an emphasis on speed, efficiency and shiny cleanliness. The typical American food, some observers argue, is fast food,

1. CHALLENGING AUTHORITY
2. In much of the world, authority is not challenged, either out of respect or out of fear, and sometimes because a hierarchy of rank has been fixed for so long that people have been trained for generations never to challenge it.
In such countries children are not expected to question their teachers in school, and brilliant young scholars or inventive geniuses are hampered in technical research because they hesitate to disagree with their "superiors." Such talented people may be considered too young to have any right to present findings or offer ideas that contradict the knowledge and wisdom of their elders or change the way things are done.
The American is trained from childhood to question, analyze, search. "Go look it up for yourself," a child will be told. In many schools tasks are designed to encourage the use of a wide range of materials -and individual thinking. An assignment to write a paper on the world's supply of sugar (or the gold standard, or Henry VIII, or Peruvian art) will send even a young child in search of completely unfamiliar information. From the primary grades onward, children are taught to use libraries and to search for new ideas and information. By the time they are teenagers, some young and talented scholars are making original and valuable contributions in all fields of science, from astrophysics to oceanography.
Industry is so aware of this untapped resource that each year, through national competitions, it offers awards to teenagers in order to seek out (and later employ) young people with brilliant, inquiring minds.
As seen by members of some other nations, this emphasis on questioning and searching is inappropriate. Foreigners often feel that our youth lack respect Foreign visitors are often startled and frequently annoyed to find junior staff members daring to challenge older executives or argue points with them; they do not always like it when these young men or women make often revolutionary suggestions. An executive's own blueprints, reports, or analyses may be scrutinized in detail - perhaps even challenged - by a young person. This is not to be considered an insult or loss of face, nor is it an indication of "no confidence" in the executive's experience and ability. Our whole approach to research is different. We de-emphasize the personal. A person's ideas are being analyzed, not the person. To us the two are quite separate. This is the way our minds work; we are seeking facts, not challenging someone as a person. Thus, even in social conversations you will find that people often argue, pick an idea apart, ask for sources, or challenge conclusions. In general, they do not mean to be rude; they are keenly interested and merely trying to explore the idea in greater depth. Of course, it is true that some people do become rude and do not handle their knowledge and skills m appropriate ways. Egotistical and arrogant behavior is often repaid with alienation and contempt by colleagues in the same office. Thus, bright young men and women learn to use their knowledge and skills in cooperative, beneficial ways.
