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Cultural Conflict 

"Suppose that you're planning to visit a part of the world about 
which you know very little—except that it is quite different from your 
own country. You are sophisticated enough to expect that the spoken 
language and probably some gestures will be different. You know, too, 
that customs will be different, but you are not sure exactly what this will 
mean. At least there will be interesting things to take pictures of or write 
home about. The climate and foods will be different, of course, but these 
differences are attractions and are not really problems. Such is the 
would-be tourist's view of a foreign culture. 

. . . From the moment you arrive, your [cultural and personal] back-
ground . . . will influence everything you expect [and] a great deal of 
what you do and do not do. . . .  Most of the people you meet will be 
similarly influenced by their own backgrounds, culturally, socially, and 
personally. If some of the people you meet think you act a little strangely, 
they may never know whether you are peculiar, or whether most people 
from your country are strange, or whether all "foreigners" are strange. . . . 

Most of what you do [in a foreign country] will be "what comes 
naturally" —which means what you have always done or seen others do 
back home. Most of our behavior is outside of our awareness so that 
"normal behavior" means behavior according to the norms of our cul-
ture and not what is done everywhere or done "naturally." Still, to the 
extent that you are aware of the possibilities of different behavior in the 
land you are visiting, you may be unusually self-conscious of some of 
this "normal behavior." ' 

Communication and Culture 

[A] "Intercultural Communication" is communication between mem- 
bers of different cultures. This definition is simple, but the process is 
complex. Intercultural communication involves differing perceptions, 
attitudes, and interpretations. We know that even two people from the 5 
same culture can have communication problems. People can uninten-
tionally hurt each other by something they say or do. Isn't it logical, then, 
that communication problems can be compounded among people who do 

177 



 

EGG-ROLL 
ICECREAM 

COLD 
DRINKS 

COFFEE 
CANDIES 
HOT 

  

not have the benefit of shared experiences (i.e., language and culture)? 
[B] Cultures do not communicate; individuals do. Everyone has a 

unique style of communication, but cultures determine a general style 
for their members. The relationship of the individual to his culture is 
analogous to an actor and his director. The actor puts his own personality 

5    into his acting but is nevertheless influenced by the director. We are not 
always aware of the subtle influences of our culture. Likewise, we may 
not perceive that others are influenced by their cultures as well. 

Misin erpretations t

[C] Problems and misinterpretations do not result every time members  
from two cultures communicate. However, when cultural conflicts do 
arise, they may be perceived as personal rather than cultural. In the 
following example it is a cultural misunderstanding that creates negative 

5    feelings and confusion: 
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A young woman from one culture is looking out of the window and sees 
a male acquaintance from another culture. He signals to her by puckering 
his lips. She quickly looks away from the window. Later she ignores 
him. He is confused and she is angry. 

The misunderstanding was due to the woman's failure to understand the 
man's nonverbal signal. In her culture, his gesture conveys a sexual 
advance. According to his culture, he was only saying (nonverbally), "Oh, 
there you are. I've been looking for you." The woman's misinter-10 
pretation resulted in her angry reaction and his confusion. If the two had 
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known more about each other's nonverbal cues, they could have avoided 
the cultural conflict. 

[D] Some misunderstandings are insignificant and can be easily ignored 
or remedied. Other conflicts are more serious in that they can cause 
misinterpretations and create persistent negative attitudes toward 
foreigners. 

Ethnocentrism 

[E] Difficulties in intercultural communication arise when there is little 
or no awareness of divergent cultural values and beliefs. In cross-cultural 
interaction, speakers sometimes assume that what they believe is right, 
because they have grown up thinking their way is the best. This ethno- 

5 centric assumption can result in negative judgments about other cul-
tures. Another manifestation of ethnocentric attitudes is that people 
become critical of individuals from different cultures. 

[F] In the following example, Rosamine and Merita demonstrate that 
they cannot understand each other's points of view. Rosamine and 
Merita are talking to each other about relationships between children 
and parents. In Rosamine's culture children live with their parents until 

5 marriage because dependence on parents is considered positive. In 
Merita's culture children leave home when they are eighteen because 
independence and_self-reliance are considered positive. 

ROSAMINE. I think it's terrible that in your country children leave their parents 
when they're so young. Something that shocks me even more is that many 
parents want their children to leave home. I can't understand why children 
and parents don't like each other in your country. 

MERITA. In your country parents don't allow their children to become indepen-
dent. Parents keep their children protected until the children get married. 
How are young people in your country supposed to learn about life that way? 

Both women are insensitive to each other's values concerning family life. They 
have been raised and conditioned according to cultural norms. 10    
Therefore, each has a different view of what is right. 

Stereotypes and Prejudice 

[G] Sometimes negative reactions do not result from actual interaction 
but rather from the fixed, preconceived  beliefs we have about other 
people. These ove gene alized beliefs or "stereo ypes" frequently shape r r t
people's perceptions of each other. 

[H] Stereotypes originate and develop from numerous sources such as 



 
 

  

[I] 

jokes, textbooks, movies, and television. Movies about cowboys and 
Indians portray cowboys as "civilized" and Indians as wild and "primi-
tive." A child who knows about the American Indian only through 
watching these movies will have a distorted and false image of this group 
of people. Stereotypes perpetuate inaccuracies about religious, racial and 
cultural groups. 

Stereotypical beliefs prevent us from seeing people as individuals 
with unique characteristics. Negative stereotypes lead to prejudice: sus 
picion  intolerance, or hatred of other cultural groups. The close relation- ,
ship between prejudice and stereotypes is illustrated in the following 
example:  

Mr. Bias is a director of a small private company. He is interviewing 
candidates for the position of assistant manager. He selects a brigh  and t
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ambitious applicant. Later, he discovers that this applicant is from the 
country of Levadel (a fictitious nation). Since he thinks that all Levadelians 
are stupid and lazy, he decides to select someone else for the position. 

[J] Unfortunately there was nothing that this applicant could have done 
to prove that he was indeed qualified for the job. Rejected on the basis of 
his nationality, the applicant was a victim of an irrational  belief. 
[K] Stereotypical remarks can be made casually in daily conversations 

and may or may not have serious consequences. Nevertheless, people's 
initial impulse is to become angry rather than to clarify the distortion. 
Educating others is one way to try to correct misperceptions. At the same 5 
time, individuals need to become fully aware of their own preconcep-
tions. Establishing personal relationships with individuals from different 
religions, cultures, or races may be the best way to break down stereo-
types and prejudice. 

[L] Cultural conflicts occur as a result of misinterpretations, ethnocen- 
trism, stereotypes, and prejudice. Preventing these conflicts is possible 
with increased awareness of our own attitudes as well as sensitivity to 
cross-cultural differences. Developing intercultural sensitivity does not 5 
mean that we need to lose our cultural identities—but rather that we 
recognize cultural influences within ourselves and within others. 



Cultural Conflict     183 

Comprehension Questions' 

Choose the best answer for the following questions. You will find the 
answer either stated directly or indirectly in the reading passage. 

1. In the introduction it is stated that people in foreign countries "may 
be unusually self-conscious" of their "normal behavior." This means: 

a. What is "normal" in one country is always abnormal in another. 
b. What is "normal" in one culture is unnatural in all other cultures. 
c. What is "normal" in one culture may not be normal in another. 

2. What is the main topic of this reading? 
a. Communication styles. 
b. Cross-cultural problems. 
c. Language learning problems. 

3. The authors state that:    [A] 
a. Intercultural communication always results in conflict. 
b. Successful intercultural communication is impossible. 
c. Intercultural communication can be complex. 

4. "Cultures do not communicate" because:    [B] 
a. Cultures are made up of individuals; individuals within cultures 

communicate with each other. 
b. Governments restrict communication between countries. 
c. Citizens of one country do not speak the same language as citizens 

of another country. 

5. The    analogy    of    the    actor    and    his    director    is    used    to 
illustrate:    [B] 

a. How cultures are influenced by individuals. 
b. The relationship between cultures and actors. 
c. How individuals are influenced by their cultures. 

6. The misunderstanding between the young woman and her male 
acquaintance illustrates:    [C] 

a. Rejection of aggressive sexual behavior. 
b. Cultural differences in nonverbal communication. 
c. Avoidance of conflicts and nonverbal differences. 

7. The   conversation  between  Rosamine  and  Merita  demonstrates 
their:    [F] 

a. Cultural conditioning. 
b. Tolerance for cultural differences. 

*The capital letter in brackets refers to the corresponding paragraph in the reading. 
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c. Acceptance of different values. 
8. Stereotypes are:    [G] and [H] 

a. Accurate and complimentary descriptions of groups of people. 
b. Overgeneralized and sometimes distorted descriptions of groups 

of people. 
c. Harmful descriptions because they always lead to hatred and 

prejudice. 
9. Reread the passage about  Mr. Bias and the Levadelian. ". . . he thinks 
that all Levadelians are stupid and lazy . . ." is an example of:    [I] 

a. A stereotype. 
b. Ethnocentrism. 
c. A misunderstanding. 

10. The authors believe that in order to be sensitive to other cultures 
people should:    [L] 

a. Change their cultural beliefs and assimilate into the new culture. 
b. Change other people's cultural beliefs. 
c. Recognize how they have been influenced by their own cultures. 

Vocabulary List 

Pargraph A Paragraph B          Paragraph C  
complex analogous             *puckering 
unintentionally  subtle             advance  
compounded 

Paragraph E Paragraph F          Paragraph G  
 divergent (no new words)     preconceived  
*ethnocentric *overgeneralized 

*stereotypes 

Paragraph D 
remedied   
persistent 

 

Paragraph H 
portray 

*civilized 
*primitive 
distorted-

*image 
perpetuate 
inaccuracies. 

 

Paragraph I 
*prejudice 
suspicion 
intolerance  

Paragraph J 
*indeed 
rejected 
victim   

Paragraph K 
impulse  
clarify  

Paragraph L (no 

new words)  

hatred  irrational   
*bright 
ambitious  

   

*See vocabulary exercise D. 
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Vocabulary Exercises' 

A.    Choose the word that best defines the italicized word: 
Multiple 

Choice 1. The student's explanation for his tardiness was so complex that the 
teacher stopped listening.    [A] 

a. logical c.  rational 
b. simple d. involved 

2. At the department store, the shopper unintentionally put some mer 
chandise in her purse.    [A] 

a. willingly c.  consciously 
 b. accidentally d. deliberately 

3. Language    problems    are    compounded   by   cultural    misunder 
standings.    [A] 

a. decreased , c.  increased 
b. solved d. ignored 

4. A child leaving home before he is ready is analogous to a bird trying to 
leave the nest before it can fly.    [B] 

a. contrary c.  reluctant 
b. comparable d. related 

5. The politician's message was so subtle that no one understood it.    [B] 
a. wise c.  creative 
b. unintelligent d. inapparent 

6. The young woman rejected the man's flirtatious advances.    [C] 
a. fires c.  moves 
b. winks d. plans 

7. How could we have remedied the problem when we didn't know that it 
existed?   [D] 

a. ignored  c.   corrected 
b. avoided d. understood 

8. Persistent   efforts   are   needed   in   order   to   finish   unpleasant 
tasks.    [D] 

a. continuing c.  organized 
b. minimal d. divided 

9. Parents and children often have divergent beliefs.    [E] 
a. realistic c.  untruthful 
b. dissimilar d. similar 

* The capital letter in brackets refers to the corresponding paragraph in the reading. 
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B.    Decide what part of speech is needed in the blanks. Change the original 
Word Forms     word to the appropriate form. 

1. preconceived [G] 

a. The foreigner held the _____________________  notion that all 
Americans were rich.  

b. His _____________________  that all houses in Los Angeles had 

swimming pools was based on what he had seen in the movies. 

2. portray [H] 

a. The artist _____________________the model as a younger woman. 

b. Newspapers are sometimes responsible for the negative 

____________________ of certain groups of people. 

3. distorted [H] 

a. What you said is a_______'________of the truth. 

b. The photograph ______________ the woman's beauty. 

c. The story was a _____________________version of what really hap 
pened. 

4. perpetuate [H] 

a. The schoolchild was ____________________  in trouble with the 
authorities. 

b. In the past many people_____________________ the myth that the 
world was flat. 

c. She has _____________________problems at work because of her 
emotional conflicts. 

5. inaccuracies [H] 

a. The job applicant's ____________________ spelling made a nega 
tive impression on the employer. 

b. Be careful not to speak_____________________ . 

c. There were so many _____________________in the report that the 
committee threw it out. 

6. suspicion [I] 

a. The nervous girl called the police because of the _________________ 
man in front of her house. 

b. The woman looked _____________________at the police officer as 
she left the store. 
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c.   "I ____________________  that not one of you students did the 

homework for today," said the teacher angrily. 

7. intolerance [I] 

a. Sometimes _____________________of a particular group of people 
indicates a fear of them. 

b. Several workers quit their jobs because of the __________________  

attitude of their boss. 

c. The three-year-old treated his new baby brother _______________. 

8. hatred [I] 

a. We wondered why the doctor was a _____________________  of 
women. 

b. The child's _____________________of other children disturbed her 
mother a great deal. 

c. How can you _____________________a person before meeting him 

or her? 

9. ambitious [I] 

a. The young woman's _____________________ was to become a 
lawyer. 

b. The authors were _____________________ but didn't want to work 
on the book all day and all night. 

c. He _____________________ pursued his medical career for seven 
years. 

C.    Try to guess the meaning of the italicized word by looking at the context 
Definitions    of the sentence. Write a definition in the space provided. Check your 
in Context    dictionary only after you try to determine the meaning yourself. 

1. The high school graduate was hoping to be accepted by the univer 
sity, but, unfortunately, he was rejected.    [J] 

2. The victim, an innocent young boy, was shot three times.    [J] 
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3. In a highly emotional state of mind, the irrational man made several 
inappropriate and stupid remarks.    [J] 

4. When the woman saw her former husband after a ten-year separation, 
her first impulse was to hug him, but she decided not to.    [K] 

5. "I don't understand the problem," said the student to her instructor. 
"Can you clarify it for me?"    [K] 

D.    Match the words on the left with their definitions on the right. Place the 
Matching    letter of the definition in the space next to the word. 

puckering _ 

ethnocentric   

overgeneralized 

_ stereotypes    

civilized     

primitive     

image     

prejudice    

bright     

indeed    

a. judgment or opinion formed before facts are 
known 

b. characteristic or imitative of the earliest 
ages; not "civilized" 

c. mentally quick; smart 
d. having the emotional attitude that one's 

ethnic or religious group is superior to all 
others 

e. fixed notions about groups and ideas, often 
allowing for no individuality 

f. visual or mental impression 
g. wrinkling; folding (especially of the lips)  
h. not "primitive" or savage; "refined" 
i.   truly; certainly 
j,   overstated; exaggerated 

Conversational Activities 

A.    The purpose of this exercise is to enable you to identify shared areas of 
Intercultural    culture with fellow class members. When cultures come in contact, the 

Communi-    degree of shared background varies. For example, the United States and 
cation    England share more areas of culture than do the United States and India. 

This can be illustrated as follows:2

long 



 

The black area (the overlapping circles) represents what the United States 
and England have in common (language, certain foods, dress, certain 
values, art, religion, partly shared history). The white areas represent 
what the United States and England do not share (certain customs, styles 
of communication, the Royal Family). 

The United States and India have less in common than the United 
"States and England. This can be illustrated as follows: 

 

The black area (the overlapping circles) represent what the United States 
and India have in common (colonial heritage, political elections). The 
white areas represent what the United States and India do not have in 
common (religion, communication styles, family structure, dress, foods, 
art). 

Discuss: How would two circles representing the United States and 
Canada look? How would two circles representing the United States and 
the U.S.S.R. look? 
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Activity: In pairs (with someone from a different country) make two lists 
showing cultural areas that you have in common and areas that contrast.* 
Be specific. For example: 

Japan—United States 
Areas in Common Areas of Contrast 

Government—democracy Religion—primarily Buddhist versus 
primarily Christian 

After you compile your lists, draw a set of circles showing the relation-
ship between your culture and the culture you just discussed. 

Follow-up: In pairs or in small groups write a role-play or dialogue 
between two people from different countries encountering an "area of 
contrast." The dialogues or role-plays can be humorous or serious. 
Perform your dialogue/role-play in front of the class. Have the class 
members identify the specific "area of contrast." 

B. Most of us react negatively when someone expresses the attitude that his 
Ethnocentrism or her race, nationality, religion, or culture is superior. Sometimes we do 
not recognize that we may appear ethnocentric to others. For example, someone can 
innocently say, "In my country children are much happier than in your country." How 
do you think the other person will respond or feel? The purpose of the following 
activity is to show how ethnocen-trism is communicated in language. 

Activity A: Read the following statements and underline the words 
which convey ethnocentric attitudes.3 Then compare your answers with 
those of the rest of the class. 

1. Levadelians have been very generous in teaching other people 
how to do things the right way. 

2. Non-Levadelians do many things backwards. 

3. Since the only "true" God is the one in the Levadelian culture, all 
other people's gods and religions are false. 

4. Levadel has produced the best technology in the world—there 
fore, it is a superior country. 

5. My language is the best language for petry. 

6. "Underdeveloped" countries must develop themselves. 

*If class members are from the same country, lists can be made comparing their 
country with the United States. 
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7. Minorities and foreigners in a society have to change their ways 
so they become like the majority. 

8. When world leaders learn to do things the way we do, the world 
will be a better place. 

Activity B: In groups of three choose two or three of the above statements 
and revise the wording so that the sentences are no longer ethnocentric. 
All group members should agree on the wording. Share your revised 
sentences with the rest of the class. 

Example:    Ethnocen ic statement tr
Levadel has produced the finest works of art in the world. 

Revised word ng i
Levadel has several superb artists who have produced well- 
known works of art. 

c. 
Generaliza-

tions and 
Stereotypes 

Complete the following statement with the first idea that comes to your 
mind. Write your answers in the spaces provided. 

Generalizations 

Most politicians are _______________________________________________ . 
Most rich people are ______________________________________________ . 
Most women are __________________________________________________ . 
Most men are ____________________________________________________ . 
Most successful business people are _______________________________ . 

Discuss: In your opinion, which of the above statements are true and 
which are false? How did you form these general impressions? 

Stereotypes 

The difference between a generalization and a stereotype is not always 
easy to understand. If generalizations are rigid—allowing for no indi-
viduality and often encouraging critical or negative judgment—then 
they become stereotypes. 

In this exercise specific stereotypes will be examined.4

a. In the left hand column list stereotypes you have heard about -
people of a specific country (or countries). 

b. In the middle column answer the question: "Do you personally 
believe this stereotype is true? Why?" 

c. In the right-hand column write the response of a person from the 
country stereotyped. 
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STEREOTYPE WORKSHEET 

Do you personally believe     Comments of people from 
Stereotype it's true? Why? the country stereotyped 

Example: 
All people from        I don't know, I've only been This stereotype is false. Six 
the United States      in the United States for one percent of the population is 
are rich. week. I haven't seen any poor and a large percentage of 

poor people yet. Movies Americans are in the middle 
show Americans with big class. 
cars and pools. 
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Follow-up: Foreign students sometimes complain that they are asked 
questions that are based on stereotypical ideas. (E.g., "Do you have 
schools for children in your country?") People react differently when 
they or people from their country are stereotyped. Following are some of 
the ways that people respond to stereotypical questions or statements. 
They: 

a. deny them. 
b. joke about them. 
c. indicate their stereotypical nature. 
d. ask why the statement was made. 
e. become angry. 
f. ignore the statement. 
g. try to defend the statement. 

Can you think of other ways? 

In pairs or in small groups decide which are the most effective ways 
of responding to a stereotypical remark. From the stereotype worksheet 
choose a stereotype and role-play a short dialogue which includes an 
effective response to the stereotype. For example: 

ERNIE. Is it true that women in your country never work? 
SHELLY. Where did you learn that? 
ERNIE. My friend told me. He was in your country for two weeks. 
SHELLY. Perhaps your friend only visited tourist places. It's true that not 

many women work in these places because few women are bilingual. 
However, many women work in companies, factories, and shops. In 
fact, my older sister is an assistant manager in a department store. 

D. 
Cross- 

Cultural 
Questions 

Answer the following questions about your own culture and then dis-
cuss intercultural similarities and differences. 

1. In your opinion, what areas of culture create the most serious 
problems in intercultural communication? Explain. 

2. What kinds of cultural conflicts exist in a heterogeneous society? 
How are they similar to cultural conflicts between people from 
different countries? 

3. What is the difference between having pride in one's identity and 
being ethnocentric? Why do groups of people become ethno 
centric? 

4. Can you think of cases where stereotypes have turned into pre 
judice or hatred? 

5. How can harmful stereotypes be combatted? 


