Culture as Explanation: Cultural Concerns

limit the potential of the client; (e) an array of
therapeutic techniques at his or her disposal; and (f) a
willingness to exercise institutional intervention on
behalf of the client when appropriate (Sue and Sue
1990).

6. Conclusions

In conclusion, culture plays a role in every aspect of
mental health. Cultural influences vary greatly from
individual to individual. Many mental health prob-
lems have culture-common, culture-specific, or both
components. In the case of minority ethnic members,
too often the larger society’s role in the developmental
etiology and maintenance of certain mental health
disturbances is ignored. However, the literature does
suggest that racial attitudes that poison our society
and are internalized by mental health professionals
can hamper the efforts of people of color to maintain
or regain their mental health (Turner and Kramer
1995). In addition, despite the fact that coping is
fundamental to our understanding of human health,
mental health professionals often do not acknowledge
characteristics of minority cultures that are adaptive
and facilitate coping within a stressful environment.
Every culture is a unique solution to the myriad forces
imposed on its members. In fact, cross-cultural differ-
ences exist in perceptions of mental illness in terms of
beliefs about the causes, the prevalence and course,
and the experience of symptoms. Within the thera-
peutic environment, therapist/client communication,
diagnosis, intervention strategies and techniques, cli-
ent use of health facilities, and the course of mental
disorders have all been impacted by culture. Therefore,
mental health care providers must be trained to
identify the role culture plays in mental illness. The
culturally sensitive professional goes beyond the quali-
ties of concern, empathy, and credibility. They have
self-knowledge, and a willingness and ability to take
the cultural background of clients into consideration.
Without self-knowledge and cultural sensitivity on the
part of the therapist, the mental health needs of ethnic
minorities will remain underserved and inappropri-
ately served at best, and at worst ethnic minorities will
continue to be misdiagnosed and victimized under the
guise of therapeutic intervention.

See also: Culture as Explanation: Cultural Concerns;
Culture: Contemporary Views; Culture in Develop-
ment; Health and Illness: Mental Representations in
Different Cultures; Psychiatric Disorders: Culture-
specific
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Culture as Explanation: Cultural Concerns

Culture is a shared interpretive scheme. The subject of
this article is the process by which culture is created.
Without being able to make comparisons, what can be
said about culture? The theory to be described began
as a method for comparing cultural bias (Douglas
1970). Twenty years later it had become a theory
about political change (Thompson et al. 1990), with
two explicit assumptions.
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Assumption number one: people living together try to
control one another. A culture develops in response to
the need to persuade and to mobilize opinion; princi-
ples have to be argued, justifications advanced, and
opposing opinions attacked. For sheer survival an
organization depends on its members’ efforts to keep it
in being; it would dissolve if there were no will to
maintain it. Members of a community put each other
under continual pressure to show loyalty and give
support. It follows from this that a culture protects
and promotes a way of organizing, whether it be a
family, a shop, or a kingdom.

Assumption number two: a culture is inherently
adversarial (Thompson and Schwartz 1990). A culture
grows stronger and more coherent by opposition. In
one community there will normally be several cultures
self-defined against the others; a progressive culture, a
traditionalist culture, a culture of individualism, and
no doubt always some members who are just not
involved. The researcher needs to trace the alignments
in any particular community, know what is at stake,
and hear members justifying their own preferences and
trying to delegitimate opponents. In any major public
policy debate, contending parties tend to align them-
selves in opposed cultures. They invoke different
theories of justice which fuel their conflict and keep the
intercultural struggle alive (Davy 1997).

1. Four Types of Organization

The method provides an abstract model of organiza-
tional forms, a spreadsheet on which the biases of a
group of human subjects can be located. The scheme is
necessarily abstract, since it is intended to apply to any
kind of social context or conflict. The intention is to
show four incompatible social organizations. It repre-
sents a range of social constraints by which individuals
are confronted. By choosing to align with one type, the
person automatically invites opposition from the
others.

Why four types? Because 500, or even 20, would be
too difficult to manage. Another answer is that the two
axes generate four types well known in Western social
science writing, so the number fits well to the con-
temporary discourse. Another answer is that four is
enough. That is, it is enough for demonstrating the
thesis that culture provides a store of justifications
which are used to protect or to attack the organization
of social life. Another answer is that the four that are
shown in Fig. 1 are clearly incompatible with each
other. Anyone who uses the scaling possibilities can
multiply the number of subtypes at will.

Why are they adversarial? The four cultural types in
question are two groups, (complexly structured or
unstructured groups), and two cultures of individuals;
the culture of individualism, and the isolates. When
the principles of their organization are examined, an
inevitable rivalry between the four types appears.
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Strong grid Strong grid
Weak group boundary Strong group boundary
Isolates Hierarchy

Individualist culture Egalitarian group

Weak grid Weak grid
Weak group boundary Strong group boundary
Figure 1

The four types of control

2. Hierarchy and Individualism

Different principles of organization make contrary
demands on the use of time and space. For example, a
hierarchy is organized in complementary-ranked com-
partments which subordinate the individual member
to the whole. Its priorities will be reflected in the
grandiose design of public spaces, such as a magnifi-
cent cathedral precinct, museum, and municipal park,
sheer size contrasting with small individual dwellings
stacked in tidy little groups; the pattern of the streets is
confusing, new patterns built over the old ones without
obliterating them, narrow winding lanes still known
by their original names. In the individualist culture,
old streets can be torn up to make room for wide,
straight motorways, numbered for the sake of effici-
ency, an overall pattern of grand private mansions and
tawdry public places, disorderly hovels. As to the use
of time, a hierarchy is not in a hurry, it expects its
institutions to last for ever, but the individualist
culture puts pressure on the use of time as part of its
commitment to efficiency. Such incompatible demands
uphold the antagonism between these cultures.

To introduce Fig. 1, let us continue to contrast the
idea of a hierarchy, quite fairly caricatured in accounts
of bureaucracy, with the idea of an individualist
culture. Hierarchy assigns status by birth, which gives
age, gender, and place as further principles of identifi-
cation. Hierarchy controls individual behavior and
severely limits the scope of negotiations. In the
individualist culture, merit, not heredity, determines
status, the individualist has to negotiate everything.
These are two kinds of organization, one organized by
status, in which positions are assigned, the other
organized by competition. To map these differences on
a graph, start with the horizontal axis (called ‘group’
or ‘group solidarity’). This indicates incorporation
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into groups. Along that line the individual members of
society have to be located according to how much their
behavior is controlled by a group boundary. No group
belongs at zero on the left corner, an environment
favoring individualism, the strong group is towards
the right. Some strong groups, such as sects or
monasteries, strictly control their boundaries. Else-
where, individuals can be members of several groups;
a choir, a political club, or a sports club, the local
neighborhood watch; none is exclusive, group control
is weak, boundaries arc weak. It is not difficult to find
indices for these features.

3. Four Types of Control

These are shown in Fig. 1. The two axes combined
provide a range of possible social environments.
Strong measures for both grid and group correspond
to the organization of hierarchy; weak grid and
weak group correspond to the environment of an
individualist culture.

There are other impersonal constraints that cut
across group boundaries, which structure behavior
and in this context are referred to as ‘grid’ or
‘structure.” ‘Grid’ is an impersonal set of rules that
prevents free communication and limits transactions,
it imposes ceilings on endeavor and barriers to entry.
A class system is a grid factor, immigrant status entails
restrictions, so does the difference between wealth and
its absence. Limitations on the rights of ethnic groups,
prohibition on land owning, sumptuary laws, all these
draw lines between how members of the same society
can transact with each other. Restrictions on nonc-
onformist religions in England used to prevent their
access to universities. Such constraints are shown on
the vertical axis. The restrictions cited are selective,
but others fall on everybody in the community to the
same degree; curfews in time of war, restrictions
according to age for drinking alcohol, restrictions on
road traffic, control of prices or quality of mer-
chandise, health and safety regulations. At the bottom
of that vertical line is a possibility of perfect freedom
to wheel and deal, at the top, no options.

4. Egalitarian Groups and Isolates

Two corners of the diagram are still not described.
One is the relatively rare social environment made by
a group which encloses its members within strong
boundaries but imposes no structure on them. The one
constraint that matters is the external boundary;
within it every transaction has to be negotiated. The
founding principles of some sects lay down that all the
members are free and equal, but in practice it takes a
lot of regulation to create perfect equality (Rayner
1988). Where it differs from hierarchy is that this
regulation controls all the members in the same way,

like rules of the road; it does not create internal
divisions.

Environmental or other activist groups as well as
religious sects often observe egalitarian ideals. So long
as the group is unstructured (a kibbutz, for example),
they belong in what is often called (in contradistinction
to hierarchy) the sectarian corner of the diagram. Of
course, if a group were to maintain a hierarchical
system, such as the Mormons or certain groups of
environmentalists after having acquired political
power, they should be placed along with other hier-
archies on the diagram.

There are organizational reasons for why many
protesting dissident groups (secular or religious) es-
pouse a doctrine of equality. By withdrawing from the
big, complex, mainstream society, the group has
problems in maintaining itself. The leaders find they
lack authority, they are afraid of being accused of free-
riding, decision making becomes difficult. The doctrine
of equality is often adopted as a solution, henceforth
no-one will be superior to any other member, decisions
will depend on consensus. But the solution entails
other difficulties. It does not help decision making, or
protect authority (Sivan 1995). The group expects to
ensure its own survival, but it has no authority to stop
its children from leaving. The danger of defection
focuses attention on the boundary that defines the
insiders. Inside/outside becomes the central cultural
issue. Then the other cultural traits associated with
sectarianism may come into play, a dichotomizing
tendency in judgments, the world seen in black and
white, outsiders as evil or ungodly, intransigence in
negotiation.

The other is the environment of the isolates, drop-
out, noncommitted, unaligned individuals. They are
by definition not involved when the members of the
other three cultures argue strenuously about the right
and the good. If they were, they would either have to
join up with like-minded souls and be classed as
members of a group, or they would have to speak as
independents, joining the individualists on the dia-
gram. The diagram shows up well the extreme types of
organization, selected on the basis of their incom-
patibility with the rest. The human subjects have to be
fitted into their slots according to agreed measures.
Rayner and Gross (1985) have shown how to develop
measures with a toy example of a conflict involving a
group of environmentalists, town residents, an indus-
trial corporation, and government officials. Theoreti-
cally, the four conflicting cultures are potentially
available at any time, usually one dominant, each in
competition with the others.

5. Information

Group boundaries make a hurdle that new infor-
mation has to cross. The first test of reliability is the
source; insiders are more to be trusted than outsiders,
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but certain outsiders are privileged. If the group is
divided into factions or into administrative compart-
ments, each internal boundary constitutes another
barrier.

Blocks to the flow of information abound in a
hierarchy; each compartment has its own secrets. It
would subvert the structure of the organization to
make pressure to disclose records. Knowledge is
dispensed according to ‘the need to know.” Secrecy
tends to be acceptable and normal, information is
classified and stored systematically. As the organiz-
ation has institutions for sifting and storing it,
information from outside is not automatically unac-
ceptable, but it is put under political scrutiny. Conse-
quently, it travels slowly and often gets stuck.

An egalitarian commune is in worse case, since it
lacks any formal structure for testing and classifying
the news. Mistrust is the drawback when two strong
group cultures try to negotiate with each other; they
mishear what the other side is saying. Within an
egalitarian group there may be so much mistrust that
official envoys to a peace conference may not be fully
informed.

Like the culture, information has to compete to be
accepted. Individualism is not strong on protecting the
commons against spoliation, it justifies its ways on
grounds of individual human rights. Information can
flow freely in the absence of boundaries, but public
institutions for classifying or organizing it are weak.
Instead of information there is uninterpreted noise;
individuals may have to pay for special knowledge for
serious decisions.

The isolates are in a similar pass. Their isolation
means that they are not likely to be influential in
councils, their news comes to them haphazardly, and
they lack incentives to sort it out. They tend to have
disconnected, idiosyncratic opinions. It does not mat-
ter because in that environment there is no-one else to
argue with: they are isolates.

6. Storage and Retrieval

A hierarchy justifies itself by appeal to tradition, and
by appeal to the well-being of the whole community.
To strengthen its justifications it tends to take its
origins back to the beginning of time. Since each
subdivision uses the same kind of appeals and justifica-
tions as the center, hierarchy develops a characteristic
sense of history, extending far into the past, and
subdivided at every point that a separate subdivision
came into existence. The calendar of feasts revives
public memory as it celebrates each point of junction
or division. The organization that is strong enough to
protect its own security gives guarantees of stability to
its members. Assuming the system will endure, they
act to assure that it will. Partly because it has no
advantage in looking for a sudden end to time, and
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partly because it is confident enough to allow loans to
be repaid over a very long-term future (for example,
leased property for 900 years), its sense of future time
is also very long.

The individualist culture differs in all these respects.
It does not justify itself by reference to history, nor
does it regard any of its present ranks or subdivisions
as unalterable, so that divisions in past time are not
built into the organization. Its festivities are more apt
to celebrate individual prowess than past events. Its
sense of future time is short. An egalitarian group, by
contrast, has no internal divisions whose annual
celebrations endow their memories with structure.
Their sense of time is millennial; the past will have
started apocalyptically with the foundation of the
group, the moment which is the point of reference for
claims and justifications. Their attacks on outsiders
and their justifications of their own record refer
constantly to a coming catastrophe for the enemies of
the group. The difficulties of organization invite covert
competition for leadership; as there is a deficit of
power, there are no grades for downgrading, no
regular system of punishment, conflicts can only be
solved by expulsion or by splitting the group. These
structural weaknesses mean that though the movement
may have its roots in a long-distant past, each
community is relatively new: its history is short.

The fourth cultural type, the isolates, gives mini-
mum opportunity for negotiation, either because of
demographic sparsity (nobody to negotiate with), or
because other people have restricted their freedom to
negotiate, typically in the lower echelons of a big
bureaucracy. The culture of isolates is politically
apathetic, and limited to the short term. While the
isolates themselves are not necessarily unhappy, their
sense of a communal past is practically non-existent,
and such individuals have little in the way of public
benchmarks to help in remembering their private
pasts.

In this perspective, only the hierarchy has the
possibility of recalling a differentiated past with many
twists and turnings, but it is certain that its history will
be strongly biased in favor of itself.

7. Decision Making

Hierarchy’s characteristic decision procedure is based
on historical precedent and seniority. What is once
decided can be made effective because the system
protects authority. Individualist culture is also effec-
tive in decision making, because it reflects the balance
of power at the time. By contrast, decision making in
an egalitarian community is beset with difficulties;
authority is weak and the group risks destruction from
its own internal dissension. The isolates, knowing that
they have no influence, realistically adopt a culture of
fatalism, which militates against consistent decisions.



