Introduction to culture theories from an anthropological point of view

What is CULTURE? 

We usually use the word Culture in such a taken for granted way that we rarely take time to think about its meaning. However, the notion is far from being unambiguous. Generations of cultural anthropologists have been fighting in vain to agree upon a consensual definition. In fact, when speaking about Culture we have an almost natural tendency to mix up ideas, concepts and implicit theories of different nature and order. 

First of all, there seems to be a lingering confusion between the anthropological and the “cultural” meaning of the word. Constructions like “Ministry of Culture” or  “a man of culture” call for a translation of “Culture” as the most important, most valuable part of human intellectual and artistic production. Indeed, for a long time this was its only pertinent signification. The word finds its roots in Latin language, in which “cultivare” referred exclusively to an agricultural activity. It was not before the Middle Ages that the original denotation was extended to human potentials: culture became a personal quality attained as a result of restless efforts and hard work. French, German, but also English integrated this denotation, first in the individual, later in the collective sense. This is how Culture became a synonym of civilization. It was only in the 19th century, due to the influence of the newly born cultural anthropology that Culture was deprived of its title of nobility. It became something simpler and more general, corresponding more or less to the way of life of different human groups. Today both meanings are legitimate, but the double origin of the word often leads to confused ideas. The “high cultural” perspective often predominates even when Culture is understood in the anthropological sense. Insistence on cultural elements like theatre, literature, philosophy, education or religion to the detriment of more ordinary aspects of life may easily lead to an implicit conceptual division of humanity between those who have and those who do not have a « real » Culture. It is useless to say that according to this classification OUR society ALWAYS and NECESSERILY belongs to the first group. A more sophisticated way of drawing a line between US and THEM consists in focusing on the spectacular, exotic sides of Culture: on music, dance, food, artefacts, etc. Though apparently this is a more generous point of view, focusing on what is supposed to be the particularity of cultures different from ours, the consequence is the same. In general, when only (or mainly) these elements are retained of a Culture, in reality they are already nothing but empty shells with no real signification. This is what we can call the « folklorisation » of Culture. Implying that WE have Culture while THEY have folklore is just another way to introduce the same ethnocentric division of humankind. It is not that piano playing and flamenco dance are not important, but it would be a serious mistake to reduce Culture to these impressive manifestations. Culture is not necessary spectacular, it can be found in the smallest, most ordinary aspects of life. 

Ralph Linton : Culture is ordinary. 

“Culture refers to the total way of life of any society, not simply to those parts which the society regards as higher or more desirable. Thus culture, when applied to our own way of life, has nothing to do with playing the piano or reading Browning. For the social scientist such activities are simply elements within the totality of our culture. This totality also includes such mundane activities as washing dishes or driving an automobile, and for the purpose of cultural studies these stand quite on a part with the “finer things of life”. It follows that for the social scientist there are no uncultured societies or even individuals…  every human being is cultured in the sense of participating in some culture or other.”

Let’s admit. But if we have to renounce of using theatrical performance and piano playing as necessary criteria to recognise a Culture cannot we at least presume that they are signs of a relatively more developed state comparing to some “not so developed” cultures? The temptation is always big to judge other people, other cultures from our point of view using criteria that seems evident and primordial for us, and that leaves no doubt concerning our superiority. This is exactly the definition of ETHNOCENTRISM. When Leslie White, an American anthropologist decided in the 50ies to establish a hierarchy amongst human societies he found that the best way to evaluate development would be to measure the quantity of energy used per person. No wonder that the United States came out as the big winner of the competition! In reality it seems extremely difficult to range human societies in a hierarchical order because they do not adhere all to the same value system. For some it might seem more important to live in equilibrium with a given ecosystem than the accumulation of energy or some material values. Human Cultures are not only different but also essentially incommensurable. Comparing them proves to be extremely complicated because of the lack of an external, objective point of observation. To recognise an unavoidable part of subjectivity in all judgments is a huge step towards CULTURAL RELATIVISM, an intellectual standpoint that aims not at eradicating all ethnocentrism - it is just not possible - but on the contrary, one that warns to be constantly aware of it, forbidding to take our own Culture for a natural  « standard ». 

Taylor, 1989: Ethnocentrism is unavoidable

“The point of view from which we might constate that all orders are equally arbitrary, in particular that all moral views are equally so, is just not available to us humans. It is a form of self-delusion to think that we do not speak from a moral orientation which we take to be right”

Cultural relativism is a position, which is easy to defend from a philosophical point of view but rather hard to maintain in practice. Since can we indeed accept that all actions are morally equivalent? That would be to give up the defence of Human Rights. After all, what are we to think of burka, of human sacrifice, of excision? Cultural relativism cannot oblige a person to renounce of his deepest convictions. But while defending them he should never forget that his judgements are not founded on a universal, metaphysical truth, but on a particular value system in which he partakes. That is why it makes no sense to speak about superior or inferior cultures. It can happen though that cultural values prove to be incompatible. In this case however, no society has the right to impose its solution on the others, nor in the name of development, nor in that of Human Rights, nor in that of military and/or cultural superiority. In cases of cultural incompatibility ALL societies should be ready to re-examine their own priorities and to make reasonable efforts to invent mutually acceptable compromises. If absolute cultural relativism practically is not possible and morally is not acceptable, it is still true that anti-relativism is a sign of intellectual rigidity and is usually concomitant with physical and/or symbolic violence. Clifford Geertz, a leading figure of symbolic anthropology, recognising the impossibility of both extreme stances proposes an intermediary position, the only defendable one to his sense: that of “anti-antirelativism”. 

Do all these considerations take us closer to an acceptable definition of Culture? We understand its importance and its implications but do we really know it better now what are we speaking about? More problems emerge when we try to define Culture dissecting it into its constituting elements. We owe the first and most famous experiment in this line to Edward Taylor. 

Edward Taylor, 1871: Culture is a complex system 

“Culture or Civilization, taken in its wide 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” 

Despite the abundant and well-founded critics this definition still merits our attention, since it is shedding the light on some especially important considerations. First of all, it emphasizes the fact that people are not born with a particular culture; they acquire it gradually in SOCIETY. This means clearly that it is not the individual but the group who is the holder of a given culture. Recorded cases of the “savage child” - children adopted and brought up by animals or kept in prolonged isolation - prove that the lack of all human contact prevent these children from developing a cultural identity, although they have and keep the mental and affective capacity to become a cultural being. Humans universally share a certain predisposition to acquire Culture. But the actualisation of this disposition happens in the group, introducing considerable differences between human societies. Culture in this sense is a common heritage of humankind (genetically inscribed in all new born babies as a huge possibility) but at the same time it is what makes us so different, cultural differences being transmitted not genetically but by means of social LEARNING. However, the position trying to establish a causal relationship between cultural traits and biological descent is relatively resistant. Even when refuted on a conscious level, it has a tendency to skip back in our unconsciousness, manifest in expressions like « hot tempered » Mediterraneans, or in stereotypes like Africans « having the music in their blood ».

Another point that Taylor points out in his definition is that Culture is made of “habits”, i.e. recurrent models of action. Much later, the French sociologist, Bourdieu speaks about « HABITUS » to express the same idea. A certain “habitus” may characterise a particular cultural or social group. Having a natural tendency to reproduction, it is resistant to change. It is “habitus” that makes it easier for children coming from middle class families to cope with university, reproducing their parents’ social itineraries. It also explains why these children go more frequently to museums than those coming from working class families. If it is true that it is people that produce Culture, it is also true that Culture ends up by acquiring a certain exteriority, producing a relatively strong hold on individuals. 

Culture is NORMATIVE, not because it possesses a special metaphysical force to impose itself to human communities, but because human communities, i.e. society itself becomes its guarantor. In order to socially exist each person has to respect the limits of NORMALITY that the society he lives in imposes. He needs to produce an image of himself which is socially acceptable and in which he finds himself recognised. What is at stake is his IDENTITY. Identity is not a fixed internal quality of the person, on the contrary, it is a dynamic image – a “FACE” would say Goffman - that the person negotiates, confronting his own view on himself with external views of others. This negotiation happens in the action - and especially in the interaction. Society is the final judge of the efficiency of this performance. The individual has a considerable space of liberty to elaborate his strategy of action, but not complete freedom. He is limited by a series of constraints while relying on a series of resources that are culturally available for r him. These limits and resources could be represented as a pack of cards that can be played out in various ways. Having only a limited number of cards in his hand, the player cannot play a card, which is culturally non-existent. If he does it, he will see his normality put seriously in question. Just think what would happen to somebody declaring himself the legitimate pretender of the French crown in a session of the European Commission:

The grasp of Culture is all the more important that people are usually not aware of it. Indeed, they cannot really be, precisely because Culture is part of their identity, so something very difficult to perceive from outside. The apprenticeship of a culture is in fact concomitant with the formation of identity. This double process is called SOCIALISATION. Primary socialisation starts with the birth, probably even a little bit earlier. For the child the world he learns to know is not just one of the possible worlds. For him it is THE world itself. He is internalising its rules and evidences. He learns how to be “at home” in it. Of course, socialisation is not limited to the early childhood. Later on, as experiences multiply, other social milieus than the family and the small community participate in it. New MEMBERSHIPS and new ROLES are interiorised in pair groups, specialised educational institutions, professional corpses, associations, corporations, congregations, etc. This is the way of secondary socialisation, which takes a lifetime. As Culture is not homogeneous, identity cannot be either. There is a direct relationship between the multiplicity of pertinent social universes in our world and the compound identities of its inhabitants.

This statement is a particularly disturbing one from the point of view of culture theory. For many years cultural studies were founded on the deep conviction that cultures form harmonious and homogeneous entities with well-defined boundaries corresponding to the frontiers of social groups that support them. Now all these frontiers and boundaries seem particularly blurred. One way of making order in the chaos is to differentiate different levels of Culture corresponding to different levels and types of social organisation. 

Prieswerk proposes a system of four levels. He distinguishes national, regional, mikro- and makro-culture. In doing so he identifies and isolates different types of communities to which he attaches a distinctive culture. Let’s examine them one by one.

Nations are internationally recognised political and economical entities with protected frontiers and autonomous political representation. This description remains true despite the growing importance of trans- national and supra-national organisations. Nations in modernity are in fact so “primary” social constructions that their frontiers seem to be concomitant with some “natural” characteristics, just think of the “arrogant” French or of the “cold blooded” English. If these “cultural traits” are not more that stereotypes, it is incontestable that the nation relies on a common history and on the adhesion to a state representing its uniqueness. Common history, the centralisation of power and the desire to feel united result in the generalisation of a particular way of life, a certain philosophy and ideology. But nations function as a community of destiny not because of a common culture, on the contrary, this culture is the result of a common will of imagine the nation as a community

Benedict Anderson, 1983: Nations are imagined communities

“In an anthropological perspective I would propose the following definition of the nation: an imaginary political community, imagined as inherently limited and sovereign.”

Regional culture has at least two meanings. Some regions within the same country may have particularly salient identities, like Britain or Normandy in France. But there are regions, which are cutting through national frontiers- the Mediterranean being a good example. Here again, a common history, similar climatic and geographical conditions, as well as numerous exchanges are producing resembling ways of life, beliefs, communicational codes (just let’s think of vendetta, a custom spread from Morocco to Corsica) 

Mikro-Culture, according to Prieswerk, is attached to relatively small social groups of different types, varying from ethnic groups to companies through social classes or generations.

Let’s stop here for a moment. ETHNICITY is one of those much-debated notions that seem to provoke more questions than answers. It is also awkward to use, having an increasingly bad reputation due to contemporary constructions like ethnic minorities, ethnic cleansing or ethnic wars. It is unpopular since it seems to nourish a dangerous nostalgia for poor blood communities. It is important to underline here: if common descent makes part of ideologies attached to ethnicity, it is not necessarily participating in its anthropological definition. 

There are in fact two ways of thinking about ethnic groups. The first one is linked to a “primordialist” conception according to which an ethnic group is characterised by a certain number of observable traits of cultural, economic, territorial, social, linguistic and biological order. According to this vision ethnicity than would be a natural, innate sentiment of belonging to this objectively constituted community. The second, on the contrary, defends a ‘situationalist” position. It affirms that ethnic groups can be recognised not on the basis of some objective traits, but on that of their frontiers, formed in the interaction with other groups. Some traits acquire a particular importance in certain situations because they serve to maintain ethnic boundaries, that is, they nourish collective identities. Ethnicity is than not an inborn characteristic but a certain potential to fix collective identities. Ethnic categories are collective representations that people use in order to organise and give a sense to their interactions. Barth maintains that ethnic boundaries do not serve to preserve some inherently valuable cultural traits, but on the contrary, differences between cultural traits are maintained and defended in order to justify ethnic borders (Let’s think of the numerous and significant debates between member states and the European Union concerning the preservation of national identities, through, for example, the maintenance of traditional fabrication of cheese.) People (individuals as much as communities) have always needed the image of the Other in order to grasp, as in a mirror, their own identities. Ethnic categories are one of the most ancient and most powerful ways to create this very necessary otherness. In this sense British, American or French are as much ethnic categories, as Pakistani, Hutsi, Serb, or Patchtune. 

Fredrik Barth : ethnicity is based on attribution or self- attribution of ethnic categories. 

“To the extent that people use ethnic identities to categorise themselves or to categorise others…they form ethnic groups”

We see that ethnic groups share one major characteristic with nations: they are « imagined communities » in the sense that within their presumed frontiers all the people cannot indeed know each other personally. This however does not prevent them from considering the Nation (as the ethnic group) as a « profound, horizontal » comradeship. Benedict affirms that “ beyond the primordial village, where face to face is the rule, there is no community but imagined.”

 Makro-culture is based on widely spread ideologies or religions creating a common vision of man, nature and supernatural. Islam, Catholicism, communism or economic neo-liberalism are just a few contemporary examples. 

It is evident, that each human being, today more than ever, belongs to social universes, which are distributed amongst all of these levels. After all what can we said about the identity of this catholic Egyptian engineer, living in the States, working for IBM and fervent adept of country music? In our mondialized, complexified society relying on extended communication and increased mobility is their any place yet for the old fashioned notion of Culture? At least, it seems that we have to renounce of the reassuring correspondence between territory, nation and culture.

Some anthropologists, while considering that it is illusory to scientifically describe a culture as it was an objective, reified entity, defend it, arguing that it has an existence to the extent that it functions as a semiotic system. A semiotic system is made of signs and signified “things” where signification is created in their relationship. Even if Culture looks more complex today and more difficult to isolate than in the past, its main function remains the same as in traditional societies: to give sense to our existence. It provides us with a certain framework - let’s call it SYSTEM OF REFERENCE - in which things, facts and events acquire their meaning. It also furnishes schemes of “normal” behaviour and provides models for solving problems of existence, among others those of everyday interaction between people. Culture is a normative, interpretative system, giving orientation for understanding, action and value preferences. These orientations are as arbitrary as meaning in language (there is nothing really “tabloid” in the word of table – says Watzlavick) Words are signs in which things and significations are arbitrarily linked. For this reason, Culture can be apprehended on the model of language as a semantic system.

Clifford Geertz, 1973: Culture is a semantic system


“Te Concept of Culture I espouse… is essentially a semiotic one. Believing with Max Weber, that man is an animal suspended in webs of significance he himself has spun, I take culture to be those webs, and the analysis of it to be not an experimental science in search of law but an interpretative one in search of meaning. It is explication I am after…”

No more illusion then of scientific objectivity. In fact, it is extremely difficult to scientifically analyse something the objective existence of which is put in question. The main problem with culture is that we rarely experience it directly. We can be confronted to its products (pieces of art, language, dresses, food, etc) or we can identify it in the way people behave, think or speak - on condition that it is possible for us to form the idea that other ways of behaving, thinking or speaking are possible. But we never indeed meet a Culture. What we meet are individuals possessing a rich, but never unlimited reserve of resources and constraints - a system of reference - composed at the intersection of different types and levels of communities - from which they can construct their own personal identities. This system of reference remains the most of the time invisible. It seems to take form only when confronted with other systems displaying obvious differences. We arrive to the seemingly absurd affirmation that it is CULTURAL DIFFERENCE that creates the illusion of Culture. And if we were to admit that Culture is nothing but a pure invention?

Kristen Hastrup, 1990:  Culture is an invention

Culture is an invention, tied up with the invention of anthropology. Unlike earlier generations of anthropologists who thought of culture in essentialist terms, we now realise that it is a creation on our part. Whether constructed in the singular, and denoting a philosophical counterpoint of nature, or in plural, designating sociological entities, we can no longer claim culture to be an objective fact. Cultures materialize in contradiction to each other: differences are exaggerated in the process. (Culture) is sensed only by way of ‘culture’ shock” – summing up in dramatic form the exposure to another culture. 

THE INTERCULTURAL ENCOUNTER

Culture may be an invention but its force and effectiveness can be verified indirectly and sometimes indeed dramatically in the intercultural encounter. All communicational situations are occasions for constructing, maintaining and defending identities. All identity strategies are linked to cultural roots. Communication is therefore the place where Culture becomes perceptible. In order to understand what happens in communicational situations between individuals having different cultural backgrounds there is a certain advantage to imagine Culture as « real ». The metaphor of the « onion », pointing out the dialectics between the visible and invisible part of culture, can help us understand why Culture is so difficult to perceive from inside while so powerful in intercultural conflicts. 
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3 Implicit Cultures

We can consider that the layers of this onion correspond to three basic dimensions of Culture. On the surface we can find everything that can be seen, touched, understood after a minimal introduction to the corresponding code system. Artefacts, behaviour, language, social organisation are classed here. Norms and values are more hidden, they are found in the second layer. They become seldom explicit though people are usually aware of them, so if necessary they can always be explained. What we find in the middle is the core. This dimension of Culture remains completely hidden. It is a kind of black whole containing all the EVIDENCES of a culture. Even well informed autochthones cannot explain them, for the simple reason that they ignore their existence. These evidences are sometimes called also “basic assumptions”. They form the IMPLICIT, UNCOUNTIOUS part of Culture. Because in this core we find invisible elements that resist to exploration, becoming detectable only indirectly, through the effects it exercises on other entities it meets, it can be compared to a BLACK HOLE. Judgments about what is reasonable or not, what is funny or not find their fundaments here, as well as basic rules of relationship to nature, society, the human person, supernatural and ... to Culture itself. In fact, these are the questions that all cultures put to themselves. Particular cultures can be considered as assemblies of particular answers to a few universal questions. In this sense while cultural particularism is what makes communication difficult, Culture as such is that common basis on which understanding is always possible between different people. 

Cultural differences are apparently arbitrary and consequently difficult to theorise. In order to overcome this difficulty anthropologist and other rhetoricians of intercultural interaction have made considerable efforts to systematise variations, introducing different types of classification systems. These systems are always to be treated cautiously; they are based on simplification and overgeneralization. For this reason they cannot be considered as true representation of reality. They are, like all models, nothing but artificial constructions, serving to help imagine some arbitrarily chosen characteristics of a reality most part of which remains hidden.

 One such system is proposed by Kluckhon shown in the table below. The advantage of this presentation is that it makes clear the unity of the problematics present behind all cultural variables. It is also interesting to see that contrary to most other systems proposed by interculturalists his structure is not a binary one which allows him to avoid the usual mistake which consists in dividing the world between the two basic categories: US and them.


The model of Kluckhohn

	Orientation
	Options

	The characteristic of the human nature
	Fundamentally bad


	Neutral 


	Mixture good-bad
	Fundamentally good



	
	Changeable 
	Constant
	Changeable 
	Constant
	Changeable 
	Constant

	Relationship between Man and the Nature
	Man subordinated to Nature


	In harmony with Nature
	Nature subordinated to man

	Temporal orientation of human life
	Oriented toward the past (governed by the tradition)
	Oriented toward the present

(Situational)
	Oriented toward the future

(Governed by objectives)

	Major patterns of human behaviour
	Being

(Expressive, emotional)


	Being in development

(Introspection, meditation, self-control)
	Doing/Acting

(Oriented toward action)

	Relationship between human beings
	Hierarchical (authoritarian) social relationship


	Collateral social relationship

(Collective decision)
	Individualistic social relationship

(Equal rights to everybody)


If Culture is only made visible in the encounter, it is because the difference discovered in the Other sheds a light on those hidden, unconscious parts of our own Culture that are found in cultural black-holes. Many other hidden cultural differences may become visible due to relatively marked oppositions. These differences are usually expressed in binary terms : modern/ traditional, individual/communal, monochrome/polychrome, universalist/particularist, etc. These categories are obviously far from representing the complexity of human cultures. Using them as universal demonstrating principles might even prove to be dangerous. We should not forget that these terms are also cultural products: they were coined by European and American theoricians at a given historical moment. For this reason they might be advantegously used to better understand some salient traits of our OWN Culture which become at the same time visible and relativised in comparison to other theoretically imaginable systems. Nevertheless, we should avoid using them as ready-made implicit theories aiming at explaining Cultures different from ours.

Individual /communitarian

In one rights and interests of the individual are privileged, in the other that of the group.

Monochrome /polychrome

Two conceptions of time: according to the first one time is linear and not extensible, attention is paid to execute one task at a time; according to the second time is cyclic, different periods, different actions can easily overlap.

Universalist /particularist

Two philosophies and ethical systems: the first one attaches a great importance to rules which are considered as generalised, equally valid for everybody, the second prefers to keep distinctions and to examine situations case by case. The difference between the basic principles of the integration policy of France and that of the United States is often used to illustrate this opposition. In France minorities are officially non-existent, everybody are considered equal as citizens of the same republic. In the states collective rights are accorded to communities and expressions of collective identities are encouraged.

Context rich /context poor

According to E.T. Hall this opposition is based on communicational styles. Context rich communication uses a lot of implicit and non-verbal codes and is affective. The signification of the message is difficult to decipher without the context, i.e. out of the situation. Context poor communication relies much more on explicit verbal codes and is rather impersonal. This difference can be traced within the same society, between the family and the tribunal, e.g.

modern / traditional

These are global categories including several of the oppositions above. Traditional societies are supposed to turn towards the past, elderly people are respected. The individual’s place in society is depending on his birth, on his belonging to a social group. Modern society is turning towards the future, youth is valorised. The individual is considered as free to develop his potentials. Autonomy is a personal quality that is largely preferred to respect.

Confronting opposing cultural values or implicit cultural dimensions perceived as “strange” may create what we could call HIGH Sensitivity zones. They can be imagined as the result of an encounter between two cultural black holes, shedding mutually light on one another, exacerbating incompatibilities. The symbolic place accorded to women in traditional Arab societies, the importance attributed to the face (self-control and submission) in Asiatic societies, conceptions related to witchery and to the supernatural in many African societies can equally create « sensitivity zones » clashing with the DOMINANT representations of modern occidental societies. This is not to forget that Cultures are never homogenous: in our very modern (or rather post-post-modern) society numerous niches composed of archaic or conflicting cultural values are surviving or are reborn. Belief in the supernatural power of witches can be detected as much in some rural European communities as in Africa. Women’s emancipation is far from being achieved even in occidental centres despite of dominating ideologies. Examples could be multiplied. 

Things are further complicated by the fact that cultures that get into contact in intercultural encounters are rarely in equality position. ASSYMETRY, recognised or not, can be created by several factors: economical or political power, sending or host country position in international migration, history (just think of the lingering conflicts between ex-colonisators and colonised) or secretly surviving stereotypes (think of evolutionist ideas suggesting primordial differences between white and coloured people). History or mutual stereotypes can form themselves powerful sensitivity zones. Societies that feel themselves culturally superior can sometimes prove to be particularly arrogant towards cultural difference. It is now a well-known and often cited anecdote that before the last Football World Cup the International Federation of Football Associations demanded the Koreans to give up their « barbaric » habit of eating dogs. To which Korean officials responded rightly that they wonder why the Japanese habit of eating whales (the chase of which is officially prohibited) poses less problem to the international community. 

STEREOTYPES stop us from seeing the Other realistically. They are prisms that make him resemble to our own representations. Stereotypes are reassuring, since they nourish the illusion of a coherent, knowledgeable universe. People need to make sense of what happen to them. The unpredictable is perceived as destabilising and threatening. Stereotypes are not only pretended descriptions of reality; they serve as hypotheses explaining  « weirdness » (i.e. simple difference) of the Other. « This is the arab way to do » is a powerful folk theory, which has the force of bringing back predictability in a situation where the actor feels insecure. In a way, speaking about « traditional » and « modern » societies, « polychrome » and « monochrome » cultures, obey to the same principle. Stereotypes are at the same time useful intellectual tools, since without simplification and generalisation - the two basic procedures of classification – our species would have never survived, incapable of recognising dangerous animals from non dangerous ones, comestible plants from non comestible ones, etc. And because our brain is made in such a way that it proceeds essentially by categorisation and classification, we do not even have a choice. We have to live with stereotypes. The only way out remains recognising them as such instead of considering them as reality. 

Attributing an inherent cultural particularity to the other may lead to involuntary discrimination (to some authors Culture is just supplanting race in the old racist debate.) Nevertheless, it is also damageable to deny cultural difference. Facing an unexpected reaction from the other it is easy to ignore cultural difference and to search for psychological or strategically explanations (« he is stupid », « he wants to cheat », ect.). This is to try to find motivations where there is no place for them - cultural behaviour does not need motivation! ATTRIBUTION MISTAKES (attributing an intention to the other where there is no need for that is often based on PROJECTIONS (projecting one’s own feelings, attitudes on the other: ‘If I was in his place I would feel or think that or that’). Occidental compassion towards Muslim wives is not without such a bias. 

These two attitudes toward cultural difference (exaggerating, and reifying them, on one hand, ignoring them, on the other) correspond to two basic strategies of creating the IMAGE OF THE OTHER. We may construct this image on the basis of a supposed distance, and find ourselves surprised if the other proves to be much like us, or on the contrary, ignoring all particularism and get shocked by the suddenly appearing difference. We could call these two sources of error the PARTICULARIST and the UNIVERSALIST bias.

Both of them hinder communication by creating embarrassment, misunderstanding, animosity, blessed identities and finally escalating conflicts – various signs of “culture shock”. Goffman reminds us that in face-to-face interaction not only information is communicated but also mutual definitions of the actors, i.e. identities. That is why all communicational situations are delicate and subtle duels. Preserving the face is not an easy job even in a homogenous society where everybody is aware of conventional communicational codes and of the predominant value system and where everybody has integrated more or less the same invisible dimensions of Culture. It becomes increasingly complicated when probable reactions of the other gets difficult to foresee and when the image of the other (and by consequence that of the self) is biased by conflicting historical, economical, political relationships between societies and persons. If normally and against all odds most communicational situations go smooth it is because probable SCENARIOS ( i. e. implicit rules of the interaction) are assimilated and shared by the participating parties. If these rules are not shared by everybody, an inevitable gap produces between the expected and the received scenario. As it is identity which is at stake, the result is not only a slight unease, cultural shocks in fact results in identity crises:

Scenarios may involve verbal and nonverbal communication, or even whole chains of action. Although less perceptible than words, nonverbal communication can usually cause more trouble, precisely because it is part of cultural black holes. 

One example of such deeply hidden unconscious nonverbal communicational codes is that of PROXEMY. E. T. Hall demonstrates through a big number of observations the existence of important cultural differences in ways of using space. Space is not simply a scene of communication; it is participating in creating significance. In all societies finely tuned rules dictate the appropriate social space in different interactive situations. In all societies a particular distance marks the polite formal relationship, another, normally smaller distance corresponding to the intimate relationship. If the existence of these rules is a universal invariable, the proper distance for each type of relationship varies society from society. The distance signifying polite formal relationship in an Asian culture can signify disagreeable intimacy for a European. In one experimentation average distance was measured between people standing in a queue in Egypt and in Germany. Difference was clearly found significant. Possible misunderstandings are easy to imagine...

To resume: Culture can be perceived only in interaction putting in relationship cultural black holes, creating high sensitivity zones. To these zones individuals tend to react in particularly violent ways. As it is personal identity, which is at stake conflicts, are easy to form. Initial communicational difficulties are further worsened by destabilisation and suspicion caused by mutual stereotypes and the non-conformity to expectations of the received scenario. Intercultural conflicts can be formed because of opposing values, disagreement on signification of the situation, clashes between cultural black holes, ignorance of conventional communicational codes, but whatever is the trigger, they invariably develop into identity-conflicts. As Margalit-Emeric puts it: intercultural conflict is always a self-conflict.

Martine Abdullah Pretceille : On Intercultural encounter 

Intercultural is an interaction between two identities who mutually attribute sense to each other in a context to be redefined each time. It is an ontological [i.e. sense attributing] and dynamic process that under certain circumstances can develop into and “identity-dynamite”

We have to dedramatize. If intercultural encounter is a risky adventure, it does not differ in this from any other form of face-to-face communication – that, by definition, puts on scene different identities. It is only that important cultural distance multiplies the communicational traps. One part of these traps can be avoided just by increasing cultural awareness. This is a learning procedure, which contrary to common ideas does not exclusively imply accumulation of knowledge on « distant » cultures. One basic obstacle to communication is precisely what makes it possible: the fact that we ourselves are equally belonging to some concrete cultural system. Developing intercultural communication starts therefore by increasing awareness of our OWN culture. According to Margalit Cohen-Emeric development of intercultural communication consists therefore in three steps: 1, de-centration (distanciation from our own culture); 2, penetration into the reference system of the other, 3, negotiation and mediation.
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