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Cross~cultural Inquiries and the Process of Globalization

Nopamas Dhiravegin*

One of the most prolific areas of inquiry today in the social scicnces is
probably cross-cultural studies. A scanning of the literature on cross—-cultural or
‘comparative studies would indicate the impressiveness of the field in terms ol us
devclopment of increasingly more sophisticated methodologies and the burgeoning
of many new conceptualizations. Nevertheless the rclatively impressive
development in the methodological area bas not been accompanied by equally
successful achicvement in terms of creating the convergence of conceptual diversity
(1). As a matter of fact, disagreement on definitions and concepts never ends. It might
be argued that these problems have resulted from the nature of development in
the field which is still in a state of maturing or developing. Hence, any augmentation
or highlighting of such ontological debate may not be able to yield conclusions
that can be scientifically proven or falsified. Therefore, a careful consideration of
the nature of the discipline in social sciences might provide us with a relatively less
abstractive and more tenable observation concerning the sources of our problems
relating to issues in our contemporary epistemological perspectives in the area of
cross- cultural studies. It has been quite well established that one of the major
burdens in social studies is that inquirers usually arc necessitated to venture on
a very demanding task when they are studying the subjective elements in human life.
In any such attempt to tackle problems in the area, social scientists have [or
decades or, further, back to traditions such as the psychoanalytic development, tried
to objectify subjectivity and to quantify the normally unquantifiable. The evolvement
of the process yields considerable impressive progress and contributions. Nevertheless,

it has also caused sufficiently much frustration. Unlike in hard science or natural
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science, subjective elements in human existence prove lo be much more difficult
lo examine and they are more dynamically fluid in the interactive processes among
variables. Thus attempts 1o desubjectify subjective elements through attribution of
definitions and conceptualization have resulted in endless debates and difficulties in
converging on simple semantic differences and slight differences in conceplualization
while the subject matter itself lics in the same or relatcd nature. As a result, there have
been many heated debates relating 10 this epistemological conflict. One of the most
lively debates, especially among the anthropologists is with regard to the distinction
between the “universal” approach and the “relativist” approach.

The universalistic approach is known variously as the nomothetic approach or
the comparalive approach. The relativistic approach, on the other hand, has been called
among other terms, cultural relativism, contexrualism, idiography or configurationism.
(2) The esscntial objectives of the universal approach have been stated in many
slightly different ways. For example, Monroe and Monroe state that “the comparalive
approach in anthropology is essentially nomothetic in purposc, focusing on universals,
gencralization, similaritics across culturcs, and is consonant with the major
behavioral science goal of establishing general relationship.” (3) To Lonner, the phrase
“universalist approach” refers to an orientation toward behavioral science that has as its
objective the establishment of scicntifically derived generalizations aboul human
behavior. (4) Gencrally, nearly alt comparative scholars in the area of cross—cultural
psychology believe that the establishment of universally valid psychological laws is
a worthwhile, if not an essential, goal.

In the era of globalization today, with the pressing necds resulting from
the seemingly cver increasing pressure and necessity for cross-cultural contacts,
exchanges, and dealings of all kinds, the issue of needing to establish certain
universally valid psychological taws conceming pure human nature and the resulting
hurman behavior in the interactive cross—cultural context is not just worthwhile but
cructal. Cultures today do not cross or interact merely through vicarious leaming
through printed matter and all other media. It is undeniable that the world today
is housing great dynamism related to human migration, Iravel or exchanges in
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company policy or even in intcrnationalization of employment. The scale of dynamism
in human interaction in various shapes and forms appears overwhelming.
Hence, it is quite possible that many people today arc living in the state of
a technology-driven, necessitated knowledge-imposed and intercutturally puzzling
(if not confused) situation. Modemization or globalization is impressive while, at
the same time, can be intimidating for less actively adjustive persons. Hence,
the subject of crossing of culture and exchanges of cultural information is crucial and,
if cross-cultural study can provide information that can facilitate the actual
universalizing aspect of the modern world and/or minimize problems that may
cxist in inter cultural encounters and dealings, it will prove to be a most useful and
timely contribution to the assistance of the solter side of human life vis~a-vis today’s
state—of-the-art high-tech world and its more mechanical side of life. Such is
a crucial aspect that not only social scientists and psychologists should be aware of
but it is a vital need that is inhcrently and inalienably present in human existence
when it is viewed from a holistic perspective. Now we are witnessing a world in which
people are not just touring. They work and live cross-culturally on a much greater scale.
They study cross-calturally through actual physical mobility, They cross to other
cultures for stationing related to employment. Educationally, more people are now
crossing physically and there is also morc learning through telecommunication
technologies. Such an atmosphere may appear overwhelming to some, awesome to
others or, perhaps, threatening to quite a few. Therefore, we can see the pressing needs
for modemn cross—cultural study to develop concepts and ideas that shall bridge
the gap il not intcgrate the universal aspects and the idcographic perspectives of
modern lifc amid multiple and larger scale international and intercultural encountiers
 that require cooperation and exchange.

Now let us re—examine the concepts of universalism and relativism for further
crystallization of these concepts. Unlike the relativist approach, which developed
partly as a resuit of anti-ethnocentric sentiments among comparative anthropologists,
the comparative approach makes assumptions about human naturc which involve
a fairly high degrec of abstraction. The level of abstraction can range from the acceptance

of underlying universals of human behavior (5) to the highest level of conceptual
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abstraction which is termed by Lonner “the psychic unity of man® (4). Related
to this issue, an assumption concerning the limitations of human variability, which
has been supported by a great number of observed similarities among individuals and
cultures, 1s made. It is said that the abovementioned similarities are ascribable to
the biopsychological character of man and to the adaptiveness of behavior (7). Tndeed,
despite differences in skin colour, men do have similarities that result from the sharing
of certain characteristics related to biopsychological constructs and the derivatives
created by necessitated adaptations that channel human behaviors, modes of conduct
and patterns of interaction that do create patterns of shared gencrality. The related
logic is that if adaptive necessities related to the biopsychological character can
create similaritics in adaptive behaviors then crossing of culture and many things in
the modern world are crcating sharing of experiences, exposure to similar information
and adaptation needs, etc. Hence, the process itself is becoming a socializing factor
that can prompt proactive hehavioral adaptative learning and possibly new patterns
of enactment. In the reactive perspective, such a process in cross-cultural dynamism
may well have stirred up more eagerness to leam or to be reactively adaptive
when changes and demands for new modes of adaptation requirc the same
hiopsychological construct to be more evolutionarily adaptive. This is the point
that should encourage people in the era of globalization to view the universalizing
trends from the dynamic perspective with more open attitudes to possible development
of better syntheses of new solutions to current living and its problems. In short, it has
been observed that the world is changing rapidly even though the process is more
evolutionistic and peaceful today with only the prevelance of some disruption on
a minor scale. The success of today’s overall economy, technology and in many
other areas, seems to set today’s dynamic plobal interactive process in a hopeful
and positive perspective. Qur urgent needs involve many areas but, most of ali,
the softer and more intricate side of human existence should not be neglected.
If adaptation means there are needs to cope with the objective and subjective aspects
of human life, cross-cultural study relating to cultures, patterns of behavior as well
as processes related to adaptive and creative human activities, should receive
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Among comparative scholars, the emphasis on similarities does not mean
that differences and the vertical dimension in human life are discarded. The sole
conceptual distinction regarding cultural diffcrences between the universal approach
and the relativist approach is that while the former views differences and dynamism
or change as being part of the macro-universal framework, the latter sees
diffcrences and uniqueness as the final goal of cross-cultural studies. While
comparative scholars see differences as part of the whole and, methodologically,
serving as means to the better understanding of the ultimate universality, the extreme
relativists argue that the only universal that has ever existed is uniqueness in culture
and the individual. In response 1o criticism from the relativists, comparative scholars
such as Kaplan and Manners contend that one could never know whether a culture
is unique or not unless it is compared to another culture (8).

The disagreements between the universal orientation and the relativistic
approach arc an example of the more classic divisions among scholars themselves,
As a matter of fact, if life or gemeral living encompasses both the horizontal
perspective which normaily involves the general survival needs of humans as a species
and the vertical dimension which deals with the specificities related to the results of
interactive dynamic processes that put human lives into diverse settings and various
atmospheres, then interactions of variables from both dimensions should unavoidably
involve specificitics or deeper aspects as well as the general or adaptive patterns, since
there may be to cultural specificity that which presents itself in a universal picture and
such a phenomenon makes reading of a culture even more difficult. On the other hand,
the intcraction of multi-dimensional cultural aspects can create the kind of synthesis
that appears unique and yet is part of the universal practice that serves the samc
function everywhere. In other words, we have to leam cross-cultural interaction from
a multi-dimensional angle while we also need to be aware of the on-going homeostatic
dynamic nature. Here lies our necessity to have a good hunch, if not full knowledge of,
the potentials of certain cultural factors roparding adaptivity and resistance. It should be
relatively lucid to many people that in response to survival or in order to serve functions,
human beings can he very adaptive and pragmatic. However, the one-sided view of

the classical conditioning theory can oftecntimes stumble when it comes to the deeper
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aspects of human psychology. Many people have encountered incredible resistance (o
interference and absolute recalcitrance when dealing with people from certain indepth
cross-cultural perpectives that particularly touch upon certain culturally resistant beliefs
and attitudes. Perhaps, both the universalist and the relativist make equally valid points.
For onc reason, men do share many things in order to adaptivcly survive, At the same
time, men also differ in their styles and choices for survival in various ways to the extent
that they make war over such differences. The traditional cross cultural approaches in
both schools tend to deal with arguments based upon statically oriented conceptions.
Perhaps the practice of capturing and dedynamizing interaction of factors in human life
supports the foundations of the logic or premises being set. The danger in engaging in
such debalte is that in the process we can lose touch with the temporally and spatially
interactive variables that usually can be the results and the the syntheses of interactive
processes. Thesc results, of course, can be the effects of intcractions between
the horizontal and the vertical cultural aspects that put many culturcs in the present
world in a highly dynamic state. In today’s globalizing era, we may have not consciously
acknowledged certain newly emerging factors such as the new norms of the international
circle. At the same time, many cultures in the face of new encounters may have evolved
long cnough to create their own multidimensional structures that encompass both a truely
international dealing pattern while at the same time, specilic interaction may create
different patterns or norms in a deeper sense and invariable manner. Perhaps we can view
this very last group as the products of cross-cultural interaction which is related to
the rather long term process of ever increasing internationalization, particularly in
lelecommunications, travel, foreign investment, expatriation of management pcople,
exchangces of students and researchers ete. We may say that the world today is beginning
to see the fruits of globalization. However, whether people arc conscious of the evolution
and its results or not is another matter. The present writer’s suggestion here is that in order
to be functioning cffectively in the global context, people do need to known enough about
the adaptive or general aspect of other cultures or of each other while, at the same time,
the enly way to avoid conflict is to be able to identify the culturally ingrained factors or
the resisting aspect of a culture which usually involves more depth, can be quite powerful

in effecting an adaptively unique style of society. What is unusual is many cultures
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may appear modernized in the more superficial aspects or the physical aspects while
they have culturally specific attitudes that are highly conservative. On the other hand,
pcople in some cultures may appear very native in their outlook while their real adaptive
style is very receplive and flexible. These account for the facts that there are possibilities
and hopes for human intervention lo improve interactive relations when one can
more or less identify and understand crucial factors in each contextual fabrication.
This particularly, is very important for people who need to interrelate longer and deeper
socially with the goal of creating mutual achievement of projects or profits. Knowing the
general and specific factors that make up 4 culture together with the knowledge of how
variables such as rewards, satisfaction and motivation can be tailored and applied to a
setting is the way to influence the synthesizing process of human reactions that again
affect the whole picture of interactions and its outcome. While rcwards, job security and
many other objective factors deal more with the universal and adaptive needs, satisfaction
and motivation call for more attention and knowledge in the subjective aspect of cultures.
As a rosult there may be needs to understand definitions of things in the culture specific,
gencrat and cross~culturally intereactive perspective. The reason is to keep a good
balance of subjective-objective and dynumic or evolving factors.

Classical cross—cultural scholars such as Lonner {9) were concerned about the
main problem in the field, which he though was the lack of consensus on definitions of
universals as well as units, constructs, methods, etc. However, as previously mentioned,
there can be crossing of the two dimensions of culture which can make the modern cultural
synthesising process deceptive. Again, while there is a tricky aspect to cultural adaptation
and synthesis, the technological crossing and the internalization of training and learning
together with the simple fact of making a living or making profits in the higher level
of a society enhance the role of the universal adaptive variable. Tt also increases
the possibility of improvement through skillful intervention but, in order for the
latter process to function ctfectively, the acknowledgement and understanding of
the subjective and resisting aspects of a culture are crucial. Otherwise, they can become
dangerous stumbling blocks to any program that comes into conflict with (hem. More
importantly, they can come in the form of silent resistance or even prolest. In this regard,

unanimity of definition can court the danger of missing the fine points of variation even
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in the synthesizing process of the adaptive modern way of lifc that has been brought
about by an incredibly quick pace of globalization. However, amid this dynamism, there
still are factors that are highly resistant to change. How to seep into these aspects and
influence the outcome of thcir syntheses in the global perspective requires keen
identificational ability and enough liberalism to accept the power of the resisting constants
within a culture. In other words, knowledge, skill in selection and realistic acceptance
of certain things may prove to be crucial. However, if one targets to influence the synthesis
of interactions then the lerm acceptance is conditional and is based upon operational
feasibility. Perhaps cross-cultural studies now should grow beyond debates on
conceptions, definitions and methods when we arc now facing changes and need to catch
up with a new world that is so diverse in many things and yet sharing unprccedentedly
numerous things in life. There scems to be a need for more than just definitions now.
People are now living in a world that is crossing many things inciuding real life
co-existence aside from the massive technological transfer and connections. This essay
is an attempt to deviate from the traditional debates which are mostly in the conceptual
aspect of classical cross-cultural epistemology. The emphasis here is on the dynamic
aspect of modern living. While both the universal aspect and the idiographic aspect are
considered crucial points relating to the horizontal dimension or breadth and the vertical
or indepth aspect of culwres, other dimensions that are highlighted and added are
the dynamic and synthesizing aspccts which usuatly arc results of cross—cultural
interactions. Today, in particular, intercultural interaction and exchanges in the ncw
world setting with peace disruption occurring on a very minor scalc, since the threat of
communism is no longer in existence and the booming in trade, the pattern of exchanges
and the prospect of peaceful co-existence now appear quite salient. Thus, we myay expect
more fromeostatically evolving patterns in the globalization process. Therefore, if such
a condition contines and can be sustained over time, we can cxpect more cultural
syntheses and evolution being influenced by imposition of needs for adapation and
their culturally meonitored traits to either conserve certain things or to be flexible.
Realization of the needs and the ability to provide them is a most crucial power in
the modern world or in any kind of setting but when the level of sophistication grows

higher, the control through objective power seems not quite enough. Many organization,



235

especially, the ones that practice Maslowian theory may have realized it very well.
The point to be added here is that beyond the Maslowian needs there is thc need to
understand more of the deeper aspect, VIZ. the diversity of subjective and constant
aspects of cultures and their roles in cross—cultural interaction and the cultural
synthesizing nature of each society regarding their styles and derivatives relating to
adaptation and their ways of conservation of certain factors. Thus, this paper is trying
to conceptualize the impacts of objective and massive changes that have created an
appearance of globalization or universalization today while attempting to also indicate
the significance of the role of certain subjective and/or resistant aspects of a culture.
However, the concepts of dynamism and synthesis suggested have implicitly pointed
out that changes are always inherent in life. We are now hoping for the prospect,
which is based upon the current relatively pcaceful global atmosphere, for having
peaceful, evolutionistic, homeostatic changes in which there will be multiple cultural
synthesics everywhere that resuit from the need to adapt to a globalizing world. In
others words, we are viewing a world that is growing closer while we may also have
socicties that differ in degrees of adaptation to the modern or international standard of
living and it might be quite difficult to measure the degree of adaptation and the extent
of conservation. All we can feel now is the world is changing rapidly. We are now
required not only to cawh up but to nnderstand and may be to act upon things as well.
Most feasibly it is enough to influence the synthesizing process. If the deep rooted
aspects of a culture cannot to touched then the outcomes of immediale interactions
ihat can serve each contextual demand should be aimed at. This requircs collaboration
between cross—cultural scholars and policy implementors whenever an objective is
targeted. While cross—cultural scholars can help identify the significant aspects of
subjectivity and the resistive elements in a culture, policy implementors can benetit from
the combination of employmenyof positive and available reinforcement methods and
the knowledge of ihe intricacy of the culture involved in the interactive process. Such
is the proposal that attempts to approach human interaction from the more holistic
perspective through the combination of employment of universal and specific factors and
the use of objective and subjective variables in order to support policy implementation

and to facilitate cross—cultural interaction, cooperation, understanding, etc.
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This essay is probably representative of the present writer’s reflection in
witnessing a highly dynamic atmosphere which is filled with interactions, exchanges
and the driving demands for better or more fruitful interactional outcomes. Tt may
also reflect a certain psychological reaction to a technology-driven world trend and
the sense of need to master the imposing demands. What is conveyed is essentially
a proposal to master human cxistence and coexistence amid the current globalization
process through beiier understanding of the subjective elements in cuitures and to be
able to understand or even accept the intricate and indepth aspects of a culture while
knowing how to use objective reinforcers and to realize needs in the law of adaptation
in order to influence the outcomes of interactive synthesis in a cross-cultural context.
While therc is a sense of uneasiness in the face of multiple driving forces for
modernization, there should also be a bettier feel of whal one is dealing with and how
to manage, if not master, such dynamic power in today’s mullimedia high lechnology
globalization process. My guess is the power to change can mect as much power to resist
and conserve if and when an important ethnic or native aspect of a culture is offended.
Hence, shrewdness in making choices and ability to identify and make use of variables
in order to facilitate dealings and interactions are crucial. Cross-cultural investipation
that encompasses both vertical and horizontal dimensions of a culture, together
with the obsecrvation of their interactive processes and the results can provide
very significant information that can help facilitate many things in the contemporary
ntercultural and internationalized setting when used in combination with the {acilitation
of materialistic and other rewards that may make adaptation and adjustment to ad ynamic

and demanding present world easier.
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