
Question 1 

The world is an incredibly diverse place. One place to see this is on a site called the world fact book.  

https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/ 

 

Other websites could be the official tourism/cultural, library or government websites of countries. An 

example is the European Heritage Library Website. http://euroheritage.net/worldethnicgroups.shtml 

 

A Website on Asian culture and travel. http://www.culture-4-travel.com/about-me.html  

 

Choose at least two different societies from Western Europe and Asia and answer the following questions. 

1. How objective (culturally relativistic) do you think you could be in studying each society from the 

secondary data that you analyse?  

2. What is culture about and how is it related to ethnocentrism? 

3. How are people products of cultural experience and yet not replicas of each other? 

4. Discuss at least two norms and two folkways of each society. If the countries you have picked have 

diverse cultures, you may focus on a particular ethnicity or aspect of that society. 

 

In your responses, you are expected to discuss and elaborate on your answers, relating them to the two 

societies you have chosen. 

 

This essay will discuss the need for objectivity and cultural awareness in studying culturally different 

societies, utilising examples from the United Kingdom (UK) and Japan. 

 

There are two approaches in conducting cultural research - the positivistic and interpretative. The 

positivistic approach refers to the gathering cultural data systematically through observation. The 

interpretative approach refers to the gathering and interpretation of meanings in cultural research. Data 
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gathered from both approaches will eventually form into components of secondary data for future 

research (Macionis & Plummer, 2004, p. 54). 

 

Objectivity is important as it provides an un-biased view of the research data. However, Macionis & 

Plummer (2004) noted that complete un-biasness is almost impossible as research questions are often 

crafted with the researcher’s personal interest. They stated that if the research data of the original 

researcher can be replicated by others, the objectivity of the research can thus be maintained. 

 

Secondary data are from sources such as governmental statistical data, public records, published academic 

papers, books, mass media and electronic media (the Internet). Secondary data allows for efficient and 

cost-effective analysis, and research formation, as well as the ability to compare different time periods of 

the same set of data. However, such sources of data may be out of date, inaccurate, distorted and biased 

(O’Donnell, 2002). 

 

By conducting analysis and comparison from multiple sources of secondary data, a researcher will be able 

to provide an accurate and objective analysis. 

 

The researcher must take into consideration that studying culture often involves interpreting data from 

human interactions, such as emotions and behaviours; which may be difficult to analyse from a statistical 

approach. 

 

Fox (2004) relates her study of English behaviour in pubs, where she provided positivistic analysis of 

queuing behaviour (order and identification of patrons who are trying to cut queues), and gave an 

interpretative analysis of queuing behaviour (how patrons try to attract the attention of the publican 

through subtle non-verbal gestures) in context with verbal and non-verbal communication behaviour (pp. 

91-94). 
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Additionally, the researcher must be reminded to analyse his data without judging it against his own 

cultural standard. The researcher would be objective and would not commit a fundamental flaw in 

relation to ethnocentrism. 

 

Ethnocentrism refers to how a researcher may see his own cultural group as the standard of which foreign 

cultures are compared and evaluated, often involving negative or hostile attitudes against foreign cultures 

(Sumner, 1906, as cited in Neulip. 2009, p. 173). An ethnocentric researcher would not be able to provide 

un-biased findings as his personal opinion clouds his professional judgement. 

 

Therefore a researcher studying foreign cultures must endeavour to adopt cultural relativism in his 

research. Cultural relativism refers to the strategy of understanding foreign culture on that culture’s 

standard (Macionis & Plummer, 2004, p. 141). 

 

A researcher must also be keenly aware that studying culture involves non-material and material aspects 

of culture. Non-material culture refers to a society’s systems of values, beliefs, norms, folkways, language 

and symbolic constructs. Material culture refers to a society’s creation of objects to reflect their non-

material culture. 

 

In Japanese society, it is a cultural norm to live life based on an existing set of rules derived from 

precedents (kata). The cultural immersion of kata in the Japanese leads to their personal motivation to 

achieve perfection or aestheticism, as well as conformity to tradition and profound respect for precedents. 

An example of how the Japanese inclination to perfection in appearance can lead to the exquisite 

presentation of their cuisine (Parsol, 2010, p. 53). This is an example of how non-material culture affects 

the formation of material culture. 

 

The English are often portrayed as reserved and prefer to be introduced to each other before conversations 

start, a cultural norm. From this sense of social awkwardness, and to attempt to interact with another 
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English person, one is expected to break the ice by asking about the weather. The other person is expected 

to respond; otherwise he would commit a breach in social etiquette (Fox, 2004, pp. 25-34). 

 

The punctuality of Japanese train services are world-renowned. When there are delays in the schedule, the 

more extrovert commuters would often get annoyed and confront railroad workers. While the delay may 

be inconvenient, railroad workers often show their apologies to appease irate commuters - an example of 

a Japanese folkway stemming from the cultural norm service staff’s respect for customers (Parsol, 2010, 

pp. 121-123). 

 

English humour is a cultural folkway that is prevalent in almost all aspects of their society. The English 

believe that they hold a great deal of value on humour and its nuances; especially that of wit and irony. 

An example would be how a person would ask, “How are the children?” There would be two responses, 

the straight-forward (“fine, thanks”) or the ironic (“Oh, they’re delightful – charming, helpful, tidy, 

studious…”) and its accompanying banter (“Oh dear. Been one of those days, has it?”) (Fox, 2004, pp. 

61-66). 

 

The English’s sense of dry humour is often seen in comedies on the television or via the Internet. This 

serves as a self-reinforcement of their cultural folkway, as well as the cultural material by-product of 

spreading such notions globally. 

 

Through means of globalisation, there are increased opportunities for culturally different societies to 

interact, share their ideas and beliefs. 

 

There are three agents of spreading cultural traits across different societies. The primary agent refers to 

the immediate family; where an interracial family may inculcate different cultural values and norms to the 

children. The secondary agent refers to formalised educational institutions; where people of different 

cultures can socially interact with each other. The tertiary agent refers to workplace situations; where 

Comment [N7]: Excellent 



people will come into social contact with various cultures within the workplace, and global mass media’s 

influence on societies (for example, the Internet). 

 

However, a researcher must take note that some aspects of foreign culture may not be absorbed into a 

local culture. If these aspects are not wholly rejected, the local culture may assimilate part of these aspects 

to suit their own preferences. This process is referred to as cultural hybridisation (Macionis & Plummer, 

2008, p. 147). 

 

With reference to English humour, the BBC Two comedy “The Office” was adapted to suit American 

audiences for the NBC’s version of “The Office”. Murno (2011) depicts the differences between the two 

versions of the comedy, and supports the notion that the script was rewritten to suit the audience’s 

cultural background. 

 

In conclusion, a researcher would be able to provide a more comprehensive cultural research by utilising 

an interpretative approach in addition to the positivistic approach, as well to maintain research objectivity 

when studying across different cultures. 
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