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CHAPTER ONE
Antonio and the Deep Culture Journey

WHEN I WAS EIGHTEEN, I met a young man named Antonio on the main street of Ensenada, Mexico. He was only fifteen, but he was already helping to support his family by selling curios to American tourists. Hoping to practice my Spanish, I had crossed the border from San Diego and made my way south from Tijuana. On the street I struck up a conversation with Antonio. My Spanish was poor, and he was initially suspicious of my motives, but soon he opened up. This tiny success encouraged me, and I started heading to Ensenada whenever I had a chance. I saw Antonio again, and we became friends.

Though we were born only 100 kilometers (sixty-two miles) apart, Antonio and I lived in different worlds. I was American and he was Mexican. We spoke different languages and had radically different lives. And though our common interests were obvious enough—bicycles, sports, girls—getting to know Antonio made me feel that life as I experienced it was a geographical accident. Had I been born in his neighborhood in Mexico, I would have inhabited his reality instead of the one that I was familiar with. Seeing his life cast my life in a new light.

Taking a small step into Antonio’s world had a subtle but profound impact on me. I decided to attend a three-month Spanish course in San Miguel de Allende, Guanajuato. There, I lived with a family and helped them run the family store. This experience opened my eyes to the difference between being a tourist and being a longer-term sojourner. Tourists are catered to by hotels, shuttle buses, and tour guides—an infrastructure that cushions them from the local community. As a resident, I had to adapt to my surroundings by getting to know the neighborhood, improving my Spanish, making new friends, and so on.

This was stressful but exciting. Learning Spanish changed me—I started to consider myself a Spanish speaker and felt connected to Mexico. I wanted to live there, not just visit. This led me to start a business and live for several years in the central Mexican city of Zacatecas. Eventually, I got itchy feet. I had the chance to move to Tokyo and took it. It was a big transition, but I became fascinated with my new home. I absorbed myself in the process of learning Japanese, working, and making a life for myself. Years later, I went to live in France and put myself through the adaptive process once again.

I owe Antonio a lot. His willingness to befriend me served as a catalyst for many later discoveries. I found that it’s not easy to learn a foreign language or get used to life in a new country. Adapting to a new place involves learning the cultural outlook of your new home—how people think, what they value, what life means to them. And in the process of learning about other countries, I learned about myself. It is this process of self-discovery through cultural learning that this book focuses on.

THE CHALLENGE OF CULTURAL LEARNING

This book is for sojourners—study-abroad students, expatriates, immigrants, or longer-term visitors—anyone who leaves home and spends a significant length of time in a new place. It’s also for anyone who is interested in intercultural experiences. It focuses on the lessons we learn by exploring the cultural difference found in everyday life when living abroad. If we’re honest with ourselves, we’ll admit that despite modern conveniences, a stay in a foreign place is often no picnic. It can be stressful—even overwhelming. There’s so much to learn and so many adaptations to make. It’s easy to become irritable or frustrated as we get lost, struggle to communicate, and get unpleasant surprises. It’s easy to lose perspective.

The most difficult challenges of this adaptive process—referred to in this book as cultural learning—are often the most hidden. We may expect trouble learning to eat strange food or dealing with noisy traffic in chaotic streets. But these relatively concrete things are often handled with surprisingly little difficulty. Frequently it’s the more subtle things that are the bigger challenge—difficulties in communicating, trouble understanding what’s expected of us, attitudes or behaviors that seem rude or inefficient. It’s not a single incident or crisis that leads to this kind of stress—just an ongoing struggle to make sense of things and feel in control of our lives.

The psychological stresses of these adaptive challenges are sometimes referred to culture shock. This book attempts to see this stress in a new light. The difficulties that we face in a new environment can equally be seen as a precious learning opportunity. We are, first of all, learning about a new place—how to get along there. In addition to that, we have the chance to learn deeper lessons. A sojourn can bring to light hidden parts of one’s cultural self and even provide insights into humans as cultural beings. A fundamental premise of this book is that a longer-term sojourn is the perfect opportunity for cultural and personal self-discovery.

Of course, we also learn cultural lessons without leaving home—we have books, information online and we’re exposed to ethnic foods, music, and so on. We may have virtual connections to people who are far away—through social networks, for example. Our friends or colleagues may be from other countries. We may live in a border region or in a country with great cultural diversity. These things expand our view of the world. But when we are at home, we are less obliged to adapt—to change something about ourselves in order to get along. Abroad we face adaptive pressures—we’re obliged to learn.

DEEP CULTURE

Spending even a day or a week in a new place can open our eyes to the world. But this book focuses on the cultural learning of longer sojourns because the concrete challenges of shorter stays (like unfamiliar streets or a bus station with signs we can’t read) are more explicit and predictable. We deal with them consciously, and they can be planned for more easily. Longer stays involve more hidden challenges, such as learning new ways of communicating or thinking, and involve a deeper learning—one that touches upon the habits of our unconscious mind.

Cultural learning at this level revolves around the hidden programming of the mind called deep culture.1 Deep culture influences our thinking and values in ways that we generally aren’t aware of. We rely on it in everyday life to interact, communicate, and interpret others’ actions. It is integrated into our thinking at such a basic level that we take it for granted. It is like water to a swimming fish and air to a flying bird. When we live abroad, we are like a fish pulled onto land—we are a bird that must swim. Patterns of thought and behavior that come naturally to us must be adjusted.

People who adapt deeply to life in a new country—especially if they must learn a foreign language to do so—often report transformational experiences like the one I had with Antonio. That’s because longer sojourns bring us into contact with people who, despite our common humanity, have deep culture settings different from our own. Trying to make sense of these deep culture differences requires us to look beneath the surface and notice patterns of behavior and thought that are not obvious at first glance. And in the process of learning these deeper lessons about our cultural hosts, we bring to light previously hidden parts of ourselves.

I call this a deep culture journey. It involves a trial-and-error process of entering into another cultural reality—the world as seen from the point of view of our hosts. We gain a new perspective that can develop to the point that we feel that we have created a new self. We may even become bicultural. Some people experience this as a conscious shift between different selves and different social realities. They’ve created a new set of deep culture patterns in addition to the ones they grew up with.

ABOUT THIS BOOK

Many books about culture or life abroad make comparisons and generalizations about the people of particular places. In country X, do I shake hands, bow, or hug? This book, on the other hand, looks at deep culture and the experience of adapting to new cultural environments. It asks:

• What is the role of deep culture in everyday life?

• How can I gain a better understanding of deep culture?

• How can this understanding help me with the challenges of adapting while spending time abroad?

• How can I grow personally as a result of my journeys away from home?

The longer or more involved a sojourn, the more useful an awareness of deep culture is. Spending the day talking to Antonio taught me more than if I had simply wandered among the other American tourists. A summer studying Spanish in Mexico required adaptation, but learning to run a business there challenged me even more. But even when we aren’t abroad or don’t face these challenges, an awareness of deep culture is valuable in and of itself. When we do leave home, it can help us to get the most out of our sojourns—even when our away time is limited.

This book is called a “guide,” but it doesn’t give travel tips. Its goal is to give a tour of deep culture and cultural learning. We’ll look at the idea of deep culture from different perspectives—intellectual, evolutionary, and historical. We’ll start at home and see why we often don’t notice deep culture in our everyday lives. We’ll visit with the humans of prehistory to trace the evolutionary origins of deep culture. We’ll look into cognition and the brain. We’ll learn how thinking about culture has changed over time.

The latter part of the book focuses on the intercultural experiences we have during a sojourn. We will see how deep culture learning can be either surface or deep. And we will learn about resistance, acceptance, and adaptation—the three key elements to deep culture learning. We will also take a brief look at patterns of deep culture difference that we find around the world. And we will look at some ethical, social, and economic implications of our deep culture programming. Finally, we will look at the inner side of cultural learning, how we can grow personally from our sojourns.

Twenty-five years of living abroad and learning languages has utterly transformed my understanding of the human experience. What started as an interest in Spanish and life in Mexico has expanded to a curiosity about cultural diversity and the human mind. The journey of learning I began with Antonio is not over. I still struggle to understand cultural difference and the cultural programming of my own mind. But it’s an exciting process. So why don’t you join me as we explore the world of deep culture?
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“Indispensable to those seeking to dig beneath the surface to
find out why people in other countries behave as they do.
Nobody does this sort of thing as well as Joseph Shaules.”
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