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· Cultural Diversity / Notes
Cultural Diversity
Although we are all human beings, the peoples of the world have all developed different cultures.

Despite these differences, we can credit our “sameness” to universal understandings (ie: smiles or frowns)

By examining cultures we can find those universal understandings to better understand ourselves.

Often one’s culture can be described as; “Rituals that allow us to relax in another’s company without fear of insult or embarrassment.”

Sociologist have divided the world’s cultures into two broad groups;

1. Individualist Cultures (ie: North American, European)

2. Collectivism Cultures (ie: Asian or African)

Ethnicity

Differs from culture in that it refers to a much smaller, identifiable cultural background or common history.  For example; Asian Cdns add tot he culture of Canada, but still retain ethnic behaviors, attitudes and traditions.

In an ethnically homogeneous society, ethnic identity is a virtually meaningless concept.

One tends only to notice your ethnicity when you are the minority.

We are often the most at ease within our own culture.

Ethnic Identity and Cultural Identity

Often ethnicity can conflict with the existing larger culture (ie: French Cdns.)

By accepting and being tolerant of ethnical diversity, and by having a strong national identity, we can allow for ethnicity and culture to exist together in harmony. (ie: Canada is a multicultural country, but we are still all Canadians)
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Directions: READ the excerpt Cultural Diversity from Psychology by David G. Myers

1. On a separate piece of paper, provide definitions for the following terms;

Culture

Personal Space

Individualism

Collectivism

Ethnicity

2. On a separate piece of paper, answer the following questions using COMPLETE SENTENCES;

a. In your own words, describe why we should study “culture”.  How does it benefit you?  How would it benefit others?  (2 mks for quality of explanation and details)

b. How do cultural norms or rules help individuals on a day-to-day basis?  Describe a situation or an example as to where two different cultures could collide causing a misunderstanding or uneasiness.  (2 mks for quality of description and inclusion of details)

c. Identify a pro and a con about coming from either an individualistic culture or a collectivism culture.  (2 mks for quality of response and inclusion of details)

d. In your own words, describe and provide an example of ethnic “self-awareness”.       (2 mks for quality of description and details)

3. Describe a situation where you felt a strong sense of self-awareness either as a result of your race, color, age or gender.  How did you feel?  How did you react?  What did you learn?

You will be marked out of 5 for the evidence of thought and effort put into your response.

Total: ____ / 18
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An excerpt from Psychology by David G. Myers

A culture is the composite of the enduring behaviors, ideas, attitudes, and traditions shared by a large group of people and transmitted form one generation to the next.  If we all lived as homogeneous ethnic groups in separate regions of the world, as some people still do, our cultural diversity would be largely irrelevant.  Riding along with a unified culture is like riding a bike with the wind:  As it carries you along, you hardly notice it’s there.  It’s when we try riding against it that we feel its force.  Face-to-face with a different culture, people become aware of the cultural winds.  Visiting Europe, most Americans are struck by the smallness of the cars, the left-handed use of the fork, the uninhibited attire on the beaches.  Stationed in Saudi Arabia, European and American soldiers realized the liberality of their home cultures.

Increasingly, cultural diversity surrounds us.  More and more we live in a global village, connected to our fellow villagers, by satellite communications, jumbo jets, and international trade.  Cultural diversity exists within nations, too.  As Russians, Iraqis and Israelis know well, conflicts stemming form cultural differences are long standing.  But migration and refugee evacuations make this more true today than ever.  “East is East and West is West, and never the twain shall meet,” wrote nineteenth-century author Rudyard Kipling.  But thanks to modern travel and migration, East and West and North and South, are now meeting all the time.  Italy is home to many Albanians, Germany to Turks, England to Pakistanis and West Indians.  For Canadians, Americans and Australians, too, one’s country is more and more a mix of cultures. In half the 100 largest cities, ethnic minorities will together have become the majority by the turn of the 21st century.  As we work, play, and live with people from diverse cultures influence us and to appreciate important ways in which cultures differ.

Cultural Norms and Roles

All cultural groups, from homogeneous nations to motorcycle gangs, evolve their own social norms – their rules for accepted and expected behaviour.  Muslims use only the right hand’s fingers for eating.  The Japanese have norms for taking shoes off, for giving and opening gifts, and for showing respect to one’s social superiors.  Sometimes social expectations seem oppressive.  Westerners wonder: Wouldn’t Middle Eastern women prefer to come out form behind their veils and express their individuality?  However, norms also grease the social machinery.  Prescribed, well-learned behaviours free us from self-preoccupation.  Knowing when to clap or bow, which fork to pickup first at a dinner party, and what sorts of gestures and compliments are appropriate enables us to relax an enjoy one another without fear of embarrassment.

When cultures collide, their differeing norms often bemuse or befuddle. If someone invades our personal space – the portable buffer zone we like to maintain around our bodies – we feel uncomfortable.  North Americans, Scandinavians and the British prefer more personal space than do Latin Americans, Arabs and the French.  At a social gathering, a Mexican seeking a comfortable conversation distance may waltz around a room with a back-pedaling American.  To the American, the Mexican may seem a space invader; to the Mexican, the American may seem cold and standoffish.

Cultures also vary in their expressiveness and pace of life.  People whose roots are in northern European culture often perceive people from Mediterranean cultures as warm and charming but inefficient.  The Mediterraneans, in turn see the northern Europeans as efficient, but cold and preoccupied with punctuality.   When cultures mix, misunderstandings are commonplace.  The British businessperson may feel frustrated by a Latin American client who arrives 30 minutes late for lunch.  People from time-conscious Japan, where bank clocks keep exact time, pedestrians walk briskly, and post office clerks fill requests speedily, may find themselves grow impatient when visiting Indonesia, where clocks keep less exact time and the pace of life is slower.

Individualism Versus Collectivism

Some animals, like wolves are communal. Others, like tigers, are solitary.  Although we humans are basically gregarious, our social styles vary from stressing individual control and achievement to emphasizing social intimacy and solidarity.  Most industrialized cultures, especially those based on northern European norms and roles, nurture individualism.  Individualists give priority to personal goals and define their identify mostly in terms of their personal attributes, not their social groups.  Western literature, from the Illiad and The Odyssey to The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, celebrates self-reliant individuals who seek their own fulfillment rather than follow others’ expectations.

Other cultures – especially those of Asia, Africa, and Central and South America – nurture collectivism.  Collectivists give priority to the goals of their groups – often their family, clan, or work group – and define their identity accordingly.  Like athletes who take more pleasure in their team’s victory than in their own performance, collectivists find satisfaction in advancing their group’s interests, even at the expense of personal needs.  Eastern literature expresses these ideals by celebrating those who do their duty to others, despite temptations to self-indulgence.

Culture and Self

If someone were to rip away your social connections, say by making you a solitary refugee in a foreign land, how much of your identity would remain intact?  For individualists, a great deal –the very core of their being, their sense of “me,” their awareness of their personal convictions and values.   For the collectivist, one’s social network provides one’s bearings.  Cut off from their family, their groups, and their loyal friends, collectivists would lose the connections that define who they are.  Individualist cultures give priority to a person’s identity, by putting the personal name first (“John Brink”).  Collectivist cultures give priority to one’s family identity (“Hui Harry”).  Individualists easily move in and out of social groups.  They feel relatively free to switch churches, leave one job for another, or even to leave their extended families and migrate to a new place. Collectivists have fewer but deeper, more stable attachments to their groups and friends.  Relationships are long-term.  Thus loyalties run strong between employer and employees.  And compared to American students, university students in Hong Kong talk with half as many people during a day, but for longer periods.

Because they value communal solidarity, people in collectivist cultures place a premium on maintaining harmony and allowing others to save face.  Direct confrontation and blunt honesty are rare, as are expressions of personal egotism.  Elders and superiors command respect.  To preserve group spirit, people avoid touch topics, defer to others’ wishes, and display a polite, self-effacing humility.  The collectivist self is not independent but interdependent.   Among collectivists, no person is an island.

Culture and Parent-Child Relations

Right from the start, Japanese and Chinese parents foster interdependece.  Even after birth, mother and child continue to be joined – sleeping, bathing, and moving about together.  The traditional Japanese mother carries her child on her back for much of the first 2 years, a practice that may account for the greater separation stress experienced by Japanese than American infants.

In modern individualist cultures, parents want their children to become independent and “have good judgement,” and avow less concern for training conformity and submissiveness –or, as a collectivist might say, for communal sensitivity and cooperation.  Schools teach children to clarify their own values so they can make good decisions for themselves.  Thus in Western restaurants, parents and children decide their own orders individually.  In Western homes adolescents open their own mail, refuse parental guidance in choosing their own boyfriends and girlfriends, and often seek the privacy of their own rooms.  As adults they chart their own goals and separate from their parents, who already live apart from the grandparents. If a child fails, the embarrassed parents will nevertheless be able to discuss the child’s problems openly.

All of this seems strange to Asian collectivists, whose parents more actively guide or decide their children’s choices and whose schools are less bashful about teaching accepted cultural values.  So close is the mutual identification of parent and child that the crushed parents of an errant child seldom discuss their feelings of shame.

Ethnicity

The distinct traditions and styles contributed by different ethnic and racial groups add another dimension to cultural diversity.  When groups of people migrate, they do not leave their cultural values behind.  Over time and generations, they will absorb many cultural norms from their new homeland.  Yet, especially if connected to fellow immigrants, they also will retain much of their original ethnic identity and cultural heritage.  Thus, they make their new homeland a more culturally diverse place.

A culture, as we’ve seen, is a people’s shared behaviours, ideas, attitudes and traditions.  Ethnicity, an aspect of one’s social identity, is defined by the common ancestors and cultural heritage one shares with others.  Culture and ethnicity are at times hard to disentangle, but they can be distinguished.  A family living in Boston, for example may be ethnically Italian and culturally eastern, urban Americans who define themselves as Italian-Americans.

Ethnicity and Race

In practice, race is socially as well as physically defined.  For example, North Americans typically regard those whose ancestors are mostly White, but who retain features that reveal African ancestry, as “Black”.  Brazilians regard anyone whose features reveal a partial Caucasian ancestry as “White”.  Thus, studies that purport to compare races often are comparing groups defined socially, not biologically.  Moreover, in nearly every trait studied, from blood proteins to intelligence test scores, individual differences within racial groups greatly exceed the small differences between groups.  Different “racial groups are much more alike than they are different,” concludes Marvin Zuckerman.  For these reasons, it is difficult to draw conclusions about biologically based racial differences.

Ethnic Self-Awareness

Self-concept is a mix of personal identity, (self-esteem, outgoingness, appearance) and social identity (identification with a certain people and groups).  Which aspects we’re aware of at any moment depends not only on our culture but also on the immediate context.  When invited by researchers to “tell us about yourself,” children emphasize their distinctive attributes.  Foreign-born children mention their birthplaces, redheads, their hair colour, skinny or obese children their body weight, minority children their ethnicity.

Surely you’ve noticed.   You become conscious of your gender when alone among people of the other sex.  You are more racially self-aware when among people of another race but may give no though to it when everyone around you is the same race. Indeed, notes Jean Phinney, in an ethnically homogeneous society, “ethnic identity is virtually meaningless concept.”  The simple principle, say William McGuire and colleagues, is that;

One is conscious of oneself insofar as, and in the ways that, one id different… If I am a Black woman in a group of White women.  I tend to think of myself as Black;  if I move to group of Black men, my blackness loses salience and I become more conscious of being a woman.

Self-awareness of our distinctiveness explains why any minority group is conscious of itself in contrast to the majority.  One way to appreciate the minority experience is to become a minority.

In multicultural settings, those who share a minority status may enjoy one another’s company.  Canadians who have little in common back home in British Columbia will talk like old friends upon discovering one another at a sidewalk café’ in Prague.  To the majority culture, the minority may seem peculiarly sensitive or clannish.  But that behaviour only reflects that unpeculiar tendency for people to be oblivious to their commonalties and conscious of their distinctiveness.

Ethnic Identity and Cultural Identity

In ethnically diverse cultures, how do people balance their ethnic identities and their national identities?  “Meet the Press” interviewer Marvin Kalb asked the question of then presidential candidate Jesse Jackson;

Kalb:  Are you a Black man who happens to be an American running for the presidency, or are you an American who happens to be a Black man running for the Presidency?

Jackson:  Well, I’m both an American and a Black at one and the same time.  I’m both of those…

Kalb: What I’m trying to get at is… are your priorities deep inside yourself, to the degree that anyone can look inside himself, those of a Black man who happens to be an American or the reverse?

Jackson:  Well, I was born Black in America, I was not born American in Black!  You’re asking a funny kind of Catch-22 question.  My interests are national interests.

Jackson’s response reflects what identity researcher Phinney calls a bicultural identity, one that identifies both with the ethnic culture and the larger culture.  Ethnically conscious Asians living in England may or may not also feel strongly British.  French Canadians who identify with their ethnic roots may or may not also feel strongly Canadian.

Researchers have wondered, as did Marvin Kalb, whether pride in one’s ethnic group competes with identification with the larger culture.  Does a strong ethnic identification displace other social identities?  Social psychologist John Turner notes that we evaluate ourselves partly in terms of our group memberships.   Seeing our own group as superior and deserving helps us feel good about ourselves.  A positive ethnic identity can therefore contribute to positive self-esteem.  So can a positive mainstream social identify among those who have lost touch with their mixed ethnic roots.  “Marginal” people, who have neither an ethnic nor a mainstream identity, often have low self-esteem.  Bicultural people who affirm both identities, typically have a strongly positive self-concept.

By forging national identities – cultures with unifying ideals – the U.S., Canada, and Australia have suffered less multiethnic divisiveness than have the former Soviet Union, India, former Yugoslavia, Iraq, and many other countries.  Nevertheless, the continuing struggle in the immigrant nations, as elsewhere, is between separation and assimilation, between pride in one’s distinct heritage and unity as one nation, between acknowledging the reality of diversity and questing for shared values.

