How does culture affect the way we approach problems?

Culture is something that is very hard to define. It can encompass ethnic traditions, language, religion, art, attitude, behavior, and many other aspects of life. While it is perhaps most often thought of as defined by geographic area or ethnicity, culture can also be abstract, or apply to smaller communities. Popular culture, for example, brings age into the question. However we define culture, it inescapably influences our development and thinking.


Language is one area of culture that very likely influences problem solving. The psychologists Benjamin Wharf and Edward Sapir proposed the “linguistic relativity hypothesis,” which states that perception of the world is dependent on the structure and vocabulary of an individual’s language. It implies that if a language does not have a word for a particular idea, it is very difficult for that idea to be understood. For example, there is an Amazonian tribe, the Piraha, who have counting words only for “one,” “two,” and “many.” Imagine trying to do simple algebra when you have no concept of discrete quantities greater than two.  This is an extreme example, but the fact remains that learning a new language allows you to see things from a new perspective. I think it would be very interesting to invite a linguist, such as Deborah Tannen, a professor at Georgetown University, who has written several books about differences in understanding resulting from differences in language, to come speak to the school about this topic.
Culture need not apply only to large communities. I’ve often marveled at the freedom TJ students enjoy, and our shared determination and passion for learning, as well as the tremendous amount of work we juggle. Is it possible that the school itself represents a unique culture? Does this culture promote learning and well-being or encourage unhealthy stress and cramming?

While culture of TJ is debatable, there is no denying that the students and faculty come from a wide diversity of cultures. This is demonstrated every year during I-Night, and if my question is selected, then events of that nature will only grow in significance. Many students or their parents grew up in foreign countries. It could be interesting to invite them to speak about their experiences there. We can learn a lot by studying different cultures, such as new ways to approach problems. The U.S. tends to be an individualist culture, but many others are collectivist, valuing the community above the individuals who comprise it. How does each type of culture affect the ability to collaborate?
This brings up another good question: What is American culture? Does it exist? Does it encourage hard work, sacrifice, and individuality, or does it foster laziness? Is it a distinct entity or just a mixture of many different cultures? Can we consciously change it? How? Over the years, the U.S. has gone through its share of ethnic, racial, and cultural strife. Immigrants have risen to positions of great power and prestige, and made many contributions to our country. This ties in with the curriculum of U.S. History, and certainly World History allows for more emphasis on individual cultures, their philosophies, and their interaction with society as a whole.
Understanding culture’s effect on our thoughts has many implications for social change. You may have heard of “the culture of poverty.” This is a theory that attempts to explain the cyclical nature of poverty by stating that it is a subculture in and of itself. Not everyone agrees with this model, and this could be a topic of debate. If poverty is indeed a culture, this could give us new insight into ways to help the poor. Education seems to be a very important tool for moving up the class ladder. A good school provides a safe environment for learning and development, but American schools these days face many problems. Are these problems a product of culture? Many countries have more stringent school systems than the United States. Is this good or bad?
Culture may affect what subjects are studied in schools and in laboratories due to different sets of values. Consider the controversy over stems cells, cloning, and synthetic life. Different administrations may fund and support the sciences differently. Other times, influential individuals can hold science back or lead it forward. Aristotle viewed the world as perfect and unchanging. His idea of the “Great Chain of Being,” in which all species were immovably fixed, greatly influenced Western thinking for thousands of years. If this cultural mindset had not shifted at the beginning of the 19th century, then it is highly unlikely that Darwin would have discovered evolution or convinced anyone of its legitimacy. If you pick up a history book, or a science book for that matter, you will discover countless similar accounts of times when the prevailing cultural forces held back scientific discovery.
Understanding different cultures is also vital in order to work together to solve the world’s problems. To what degree was 9/11 a result of a clash of cultures? By studying other cultures, can we help to prevent future terrorist attacks? I propose a series of 8th period seminars on topics such as greetings, hand symbols, taboos, etiquette, and celebrations of different cultures. There could be a new topic each week, and interested students could research how it manifests itself within a particular culture. Every few weeks, we could invite a guest speaker.
Gender is also linked with culture. Men and women are perceived differently in different societies. And to an extent, each gender is a culture within itself. Think about the differences in social interaction between girl friends vs. guy friends. Even how we speak is different. Male and female brains are wired in completely different ways.

The brain is the master organ behind almost all aspects of culture. Many neurobiologists and neuropsychologists are studying how it is involved in different aspects of social interaction. Everything you do, read, see, and say shapes your brain, so it follows that culture must hugely influence brain development. Neuropsychology is a rapidly growing field, with many research opportunities and potential guest speakers.
Anthropology, social psychology, history, and linguistics can all be encompassed by my question, but it can also extend into subjects such as math. Many students (not so much at TJ, but elsewhere in the U.S.) struggle with math. Why is this? Are students not exposed soon enough or frequently enough to the application of what they are learning? Should logical reasoning be emphasized over memorization? Are there games that could improve mathematical skills? Could the structure of certain languages improve spatial reasoning? The possibilities are endless.
Understanding how different cultures approach problems can profoundly affect our problem solving abilities. The common human problem solving errors (functional fixedness, mental set, confirmation bias, representative heuristic, etc.) practically all have something to do with being stuck in one way of doing things, being stuck on one idea, and not considering alternatives. We should all strive to avoid these errors, but especially at TJ, where students are faced with a sometimes overwhelming workload, and constant peer pressure to be the best. Does the competitive and stressful atmosphere of the school help us or hurt us? Perhaps we need to change the culture of the school itself. My question would help to re-focus the school to better prepare students to solve the many problems facing the world today.
