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SESSION TWO | THE CULTURE COURSE



We want to make two statements in The Culture Course before we proceed:

The world has never been as connected as it is now. But people 

have never misunderstood other people like they do now.

One culture is not better or worse than another culture. It’s just 

different. That sounds much easier to do than it is. Remember that 

when you are at home after a hard day out in the community and 

want to criticize what “those people” do, that you are just more 

clearly stating how they are different. 

Look at the diagram below:
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We find that there are cultural overlaps between different cultures. That is 

because there are similarities between all people. For example, most people want 

to survive and be connected to a community. They want food, water, and clothing. 

They want to have children, barter, exchange goods, and protect themselves.  

Cultures are different and people learn what is needed to meet their definition of 

survival. We talk about globalization and business, but Chinese and Muslim trade 

routes have existed for centuries! Trading goods was a part of survival!

One personal example comes from when my family and I lived in Calcutta (now 

Kolkata), India, on 9/11. This was the day that Islamic extremists hijacked 

airplanes and flew them into the World Trade towers and the Pentagon in the 

United States, killing thousands. As U.S. citizens, we had purchased most of our 

food in the market from small, Muslim owned stores prior to 9/11. Guess what? 

On 9/12 and after, we still purchased most of our food from small, Muslim owned 

stores. Why? Because those store owners were not plotting to hijack airplanes 

and kill people. They were trying to feed their families and run a business just like 

we were. In fact, many of these friends were apologetic and sympathetic for what 

had happened in our nation. We needed to “survive” and make purchases in order 

to feed our family, and thus returned to the local market for our needs. 
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Looking at the diagram above, of course there will be a lot of cultural differences 

between cultures. But that does not mean that one culture is better than the other. 

They are different. Our culture impacts what we see and how we view our social, 

political and religious experiences. David Livermore of the Cultural Intelligence 

Center shares the research of a New Testament scholar named Mark Powell. He 

did research on a familiar passage in the Bible – the story of the Prodigal Son 

found in The Gospel of Luke, chapter 15. In this story, a young son asks for his 

inheritance from his father prematurely.  Later in the story, the son has lost all of 

his inheritance and is working among pigs, something humiliating for a Jewish 

person. The son realizes that he needs to return to his father even in his abased 

state. 

Considering this story, Dr. Powell asked Christian pastors from the United States, 

Russia, and Tanzania a question: “Why is it that the young man ended up in the 

pigpen?” (Livermore, 2013). For those of you who may know the story, what would 

your answer be? Watch this video to find out the results.
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Watch Video 2.1 "The Prodigal Son"

His point was, they were all correct. Our culture impacts our belief system, 

whatever that may be, and even what we may note and observe in our religious 

books. You will find that true to some degree among Christians, Muslims, Hindus, 

and Buddhists.

https://vimeo.com/485592586


Ethnocentrism is the tendency to view our own culture as superior to other 

cultures. Because our culture is what we know, we assume that it is better and 

that other cultures are inferior. Demonstrating superiority is unhealthy, however 

having a familiar cultural connection is healthy. Ethnocentrism can be beneficial 

when it helps people group together and form healthy relationships. In contrast 

to what is healthy, ethnocentrism can potentially make us critical of people from 

different cultures who don't think, or act like us. As a result, we build negative 

stereotypes of people that are different from us without even attempting to 

understand their values and beliefs. 

The truth is, everyone has unconscious bias to some degree, and everyone is 

ethnocentric to some degree. The degree of ethnocentrism is normally greater 

for those who have not lived in other cultures or have had limited exposure to 

other cultures. Monocultural individuals, or those who have not been exposed to 

different cultures, may not even realize that they are ethnocentric.  Ironically, 

people that are exposed to different cultures may actually become more 

ethnocentric if they do not believe they continue to judge other cultures purely 

by their own cultural practices. Exposure to other cultures alone does not 

make a person culturally intelligent!
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Ethnocentrism



ACTIVITY
Watch this video and see if you can name three ways that you are ethnocentric 

related to another culture with which you are in contact.
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Watch Video 2.2 "Ethnocentrism"

Likewise, even living in another country among another culture will not by itself 

change your ethnocentrism. It actually could make it worse. During the culture 

shock stage it probably will be worse! Although culture shock may last for a 

specific period of time, culture shock is an inadequate view of a culture that will 

eventually need to be changed. That is the purpose of this course!

The opposite of ethnocentrism is relativism, which presupposes that every culture 

is inherently noble. This is an inadequate view as well because as we see in the 

diagram above, every culture has elements that are not good.  For example, 

“Sati”, or the suicide of widows, was a part of Hindu culture at one time. One 

cannot say that “sati” was “inherently noble” as a part of Hindu culture any more 

than we can say slavery was “inherently noble” in Western culture.

https://vimeo.com/485594183


It’s amazing how there are some words that everyone uses. Multiethnic, 

multicultural and globalization. Globalization is defined in the Merriam-Webster 

Dictionary as “the development of an increasingly integrated global economy 

marked especially by free trade, free flow of capital, and the tapping of cheaper 

foreign labor markets.” It had the global economy in mind with the idea that 

developing countries and developed countries would benefit. Like most things, 

there have been pros and cons to globalization.

According to a Pew Research Center study in 2019, more than 5 billion people 

have mobile devices, and over half of those are smart phones. The world is 

connected like never before. With globalization, young people and professionals 

in global cities have many things available regardless of location. If you have the 

money you can purchase computers, iPhones, Androids, Nike, Coca Cola, 

Pepsi, Levi’s, M&M’s candy just to name a few. 

The problem is that globalization may change a person’s outside appearance 

without changing who they are culturally. It doesn’t change how they see the 

world or process experiences. When we lived in India years ago, we had a 

weekly meeting in a particular hotel. In the basement of the hotel there was a 

night club where young people would come and dance. 

Globalization
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When finished, they would return to the restroom, change back into their Indian 

dress, and go home. Their cultural identities didn’t change but their clothing did. 

The younger generation was more “globalized” and open to Levi jeans and t-shirts 

like they saw in the movies. However open the young people were to western 

clothing, they still valued family traditions. Respectfully, the young people 

changed back and wore the Indian shalwar kameez home. 

Likewise, culture is much slower to change than our outward appearance. We 

have been programmed since birth. A mobile device and a pair of Nikes won’t 

change people that easily. We need to understand the limitations of globalization 

on making us all alike! The younger generation may be less like their parents and 

grandparents in some cultural characteristics we will discuss in later sessions, but 

one single generation in cultures that have formed over hundreds or thousands of 

years is not going to shift that culture significantly.  For example, a young person 

from a collectivistic culture may have more individualistic tendencies than their 

parents or even other young people they know, but compared to someone from 

an individualistic society, they will still be clearly collectivistic. 

This can be seen not only with the story of the young Indian women physically 

changing clothing, but globalization is limited when we think of emotion. Emotions 

are a normal human function. People can be happy, afraid, saddened, 

overwhelmed and excited.  Like survival, emotion makes you a human being. But 

culture affects what makes us happy, afraid, sad, or overwhelmed. 
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For example, a 2-hour visit in a task-oriented culture may make may create 

frustration for being so long, whereas a 2-hour visit in a relational culture may 

cause hurt that the visit was so short. Although the 2-hour time frame is the 

same, the emotional response to the visit is rooted in cultural differences. No 

pair of Nike’s and Levi’s will not change that.
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ACTIVITY
List three things that make 

you happy:

1. ____________________

2. ____________________

3. ____________________

List three things that make 

you afraid:

1. ____________________

2. ____________________

3. ____________________

Have you ever had a conversation with someone from a different 

culture and asked them what makes them happy and afraid?

Try to have that conversation this week.



Another example of the limitation is how we define acceptable characteristics and 

behavior. For example, humility and respect many times are thought to be positive 

characteristics (but not always). What does it mean to be respectful? If someone 

asks me if I would like to have a cup of coffee, is it respectful to say “yes” the first 

time they ask? In some cultures that is perfectly fine. In other cultures, this may be 

considered rude. What does a humble person do to be humble? Can a person be 

seen as humble in one culture and arrogant in another? Absolutely! Culture defines 

what noble characteristics are AND how they are manifested.  For example, one 

culture requires that you list your educational and professional accomplishments to 

receive proper respect from the participants. But other cultures could interpret that 

as proud and arrogant and the same words cause you to lose respect among 

participants.
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ACTIVITY
How does your culture define a humble person? Investigate how a different 

culture defines humility. ___________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

Remember, one culture is not better than another. It is different. To become 

comfortable with other cultures requires learning not just what people do, but why 

they do it! Next, we will share a couple of tools that can help you become culturally 

intelligent.
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