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Imagine moving to a new country where everything is strange. You
have no friends or family members nearby, and you do not speak the KEY TERMS: culture shock,
language, except how to ask where the nearest bathroom is located. enculturation, norm,

You do not even know how or what to order in a restaurant. As the communication, non-verbal
days go by, you lose your sense of euphoria at being in a new country, cues, proxemics, cultural
and become increasingly anxious and disoriented. Depression sneaks identity, biculturalism

in and ruins your days; even getting out-of bed becomes a chore; This
scenario is fairly realistic of the early symptoms of CULTURE SROCK—a
term first coined by Oberg (1960).
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Heen jearned since birth through the process of ENCULTURATION. Our
ideals, values, and beliefs generate accepta’tﬂe behaviour fora paziicu“zay
culture, but wihen we move £0 snother culture, wWe jeave our familiar
world behind and enter another one that is difficult to understand
since it operates ander another setof1 iee vime to learn. In

- people’s
y that can

of confusion, hostility, disori
Tt occurs when we fnd ourselves it foreig

a7,

people are culturally diverse. We meet people who live inn
Ways, speak different languages, and hold different heliefs
on such matters as the status of women. This “otherness’ makes people
uncomfortable and insecure.

Culture shock is generally not & permanent condition, nor does
it strike people who ave in a new place for only a short ime. However,
the more extended the stay, and the more different the host couniry,
the more likely culture chock will stx ike. This means the casual touxist
hooked into 2 Club Med will Tikely not experience veal culture shock,
But the young backpacker away from home for si2 months wilk. The
sarme holds true for anthropologlsis embarking on ethnographic field-
work. Unfort wnately, Lnowing that culture sho Aewill strike does little
to ease the unpleasantness.

Tn this chapter we will consider sOTRE of the problems individuals;
spcluding anthropologists, encounter ina {oreign environment, and the
coping strategies dealing with the debilitating symptoms of culture
shock. In keeping with the nultidisciplinary nature of anthropology,
the expertise and insights of 'psychologigts in studying culture shock
will also be drawn OB Throughout this chapter you will be introduced
+o anecdotal stories of anthropologists and the problems they have
encountered that often lead to culture shock.

Anthropologists and Culture Shock

Despite theit “isider” understanding of calture shock, anthropologisté
ave not immure to the expevience any more than other visitors 04
foreign environment. When William C. Young headed into the fieldto
study the Rashaayda Bedouin of Sudan in 1978, he found himselfiné

vastly different world from the one he left behind in the United 5t
(Young 1996)- Tnstead of cars, herodea camel, and instead of cities with
+all buildings, shops, restaurants, and freeways, he Jived in a goat @i

cent in the middle of the empty desert. At first, Young fely awkwal

living in a lose-knit and highly structured society, but gradually he

became friends with his Rashaayda hosts and grew comfortabie e
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his new lifestyle. He learned the language, wore their traditional cloth-
ing, and, most important of all, learned to think and Hve as a Rashiidi
{(Fedorak 2006). Before leaving home, Young had converted to Islam;
hoping this would make him more acceptable to the Rashaayda and
help him understand their world view. This was certainly a drastic step,
and not one many anthropologists would be willing to take.

Once the excitement of making contact and getting established
among the Mardu Aborigines of the Gibson Desert in western Austra-
lia wore off, Robert Tonkinson (1991) experienced culture shock. He
endured bouts of depression, a sénse of inadequacy, frustration, anger,

and even paranoia. Above all, he was consumed with a sense of beingan -

outsider, regardless of how the Mardu welcoried him into their lives.
Tonkinson credited the Mardu childven with helping him overcome
his culture shock. They welcomed him warmly, and accepted him'into
their midst. Both Young and Tonkinson moved into cultural groups
that were very different from their own, which likely exacerbated the
degree of culture shock they experienced.

One of the more stirring encounters with culture shock is the story
of anthropologist Victoria J. Baker’s experiences in a Sinhalese villagein
SriLanka (Baker 1098). At first Baker was enthralled with the exoticness
of Sri Lanka, and the mixture of modern with traditional. On any.given
street in Colombo, she might encounter a jumble of three-wheeled carts,
slow-moving ox carts, and luxury vehicles, only to see sari-clad wormen
delicately picking their way through the noise, filth, and confusion. Signs
of poverty were everywhere, yet Baker also spotted luxury hotels.and
restaurants, and private clubs with manicured lawns.

CHAPTER TWO

Ethnographer William Young with
one of his Rashiidi hosts.
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A Discussion of Culture Shock

Culture shock involves several stages, beginning with a feeling of
euphoria and fascination with the new culture; often called the hon-
eymoot phase (Nolan 1950). These feelings of awe wear off after a
few weeks and then the symptoms of the crisis phase of culture shock
begin: sadness, crying bouts, homesickness and loneliness; insom-
nia or sleeping too much, loss of appetite, irritability, and feelings
of inadequacy. Depending on personality and circumstances, more
serious symptoms, such as depression, physical manifestations of
illness,; confusion, obsession with cleanliness, and unwillingness to
interact with others, may develop (Guanipa 1998). Students studying
abroad who exhibit these symptoms must also deal with academic pres-
sures and the insecurity of entering a new school (Ward, Bochner, &
Furnham 2001). Anthropologists who have experienced culture shock
complain most about the inability to concentrate and carry on with
their fieldwork. ~

In the second stage of culture shock; individuals may become

rustrated with their inability to communicate and perform necessary
tasks, such as finding a laundry, and they may begin to lose patience
with their host country. Simple problems, such as not finding favou-
rite foods (e.g., peanut butter) in local stores can create sn cuthurst
of irrational anger. They may also begin to feel a sense of loss for their
home culture and way of life, often explained away as-homesickness
(Nolan 1990).

When anthropologist Ellen Holmies (1992) set out for American
Samoa, she expected things to be much like the United States. On the
surface this proved true; Samoa had hotels with air conditioning, elec-
tricity, telephones, banks; and supermarkets. Yet, it was different too.
The interior of the island was poverty-stricken, banks were “limited”
in their services, inter-island air service was unreliable, and the rats
and geckos were too friendly. All of these concerns may seem trivial
to-us, but at the time overwhelmed Holmes. Culture shock struck in
full force, reducing her to crying bouts, angry outbursts, depression,
and constant frustration.

In the recovery phase, people become more comfortable with their
surroundings and may begin to adopt some of the local lifestyle (Nolan
1990). Glitches in the daily routine do not bother them as much. They
learn the social norms and behaviours of their new culture. As such,
they have accomplished a degree of cidrural transition. Nolan (1990)
likens this cultural transition to a rite of passage. In the last few weeks of
Holmes’s research, even though she was on a much less developedisland,
Western Samoa, she found it easier to adjust, and events that would have
frustrated her to the extreme when she first arvived in American Samoa;
such as driving on a narrow road that ended up blocked by afallen tree,
no longer bothered her—she could now “go with the flow.”
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Intercultural COMMUNICATION skills go beyond learning to speak
the language. They also involve learning the conventions of & society;
for example, NON-VERBAL CUES, such as appropriateness of gaze,
PROXEMICS (personal space use), greetings; use of touch and gestures,
responding to requests, and assertion of one’s self (Ward et al. 2001).
Forms of address also vary from one culture to another: On a recent
visit to China, I was faced with the challenge of appropriately address-
ing the people I was visiting. In China, the surname has always comé
first and the given name last, which causes initial confusion for North
Americans. While Canadians tend to address each other by first names,
in China adults are usually addressed as Mr. and Mrs,, although this
is only a recent innovation. Until about 10 years ago, the Chinese of
Shanghai addressed each other as “comrade,” and Mr. and Mrys. was
reserved for the wealthy and powerful.

Missing family and friends can be debilitating When anthropolo-
gist Gail A. Fondahl (1998) spent months conducting fieldwork among
the Bvenki of southeastern Siberia, she relied on the kindriess of a
family to help her get over her homesickness. The Evenkis were gener-
ous with their hospitality and advice, and helped with arrangements.
Students on international exchanges have found that if they make
friends, and develop a social support network, they experience a more
satisfying and academically productive life. Thege networks serve to
facilitate students in becoming accustomed to their new environment
and the behavioural norms, as well as providing sodial outlets to relieve
homesickness and stress:

In 3963, when Richard Lee (2003) was living with the Ju/hoansi
himting and gathering people of the Kalahari Desert in Afvics, tragic
news reached him via his transistor radio: President John F Kennedy
had been assassinated. Like all Americans, Lee was in shock, but unlike
his compatriots, he had no one with whorr to share his grief. His hosts,
the Dobe Ju/hoansi; had never heard of President Kennedy or the
United States. Culture shock usually shows itself during these times,
even in an experienced ethnographer like Richard Lee,

Although it would be foolish to suggest that people who move to a
new country completely assume a new CULTURAL IDENTITY, over time
they may take on many of the characteristics of an adopted culture. A form
of BICULTURALISM develops, where they identify withand hecome apart
of two cultures; At times, this comes about through developing a rapport
with members of the host community. Richard Lee was adopted into the
family of Nleishi and //Gumi. With this acceptance, his position changed
from that of an outsider to that of a full member of a- Dobe Ju/hoansi
family, and he was expected tolearn the role of a Ju/hoansi son.

Bouts of culture shock experienced by professional anthropolo-
gistsare rites of passage that forever change thern, professionally and
personally. Thesame can be said for other individuals living in foreign
countries; who liave worked their way through culture shock. The fol-
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lowing narrative tells the story of a young man from Canada who
moved to Shanghai, China, t0 teach English.

1 have lived in China for two and a half years. Refore mov-
H

ing here traveled often, though mostly in Burope and North
Arnerica. 1 also spent five months studying in Hong Kongand
six weeks traveling through mainland China in 2002. 50 1 came
to Shanghaiin the £a1l of 2003 pretty much knowing what 1was
getting into—o7 SO 1 thought.

1teach English at a language training center. Most of my
friends are foreigners, most of my life is lived in a Western
style, and most of the time [ use English, my native language, to
communicate. Fortunately, 1 also enjoy the company of several
good local friends, and a gitlfriend who is Shanghainese.

Living in Shanghai is not quite like living in the rest of
China. Thousands of foreigners make Shanghai their home
(20,000-30,000 in 2 city with 12 million in the metropolitan
arvea). They come here because it is a middle ground—the Bast
and West meet here. There are pubs when I need them, ATMs
where I can withdraw divectly from bank accounts back home;
and good Western food if Twant to pay Western prices. Thus,

the shock experienced in Shanghai, while significant, is prob-
ably quite tempered compared withlifeina small Chinese tOWT
in the countryside. :

My first eight to welve weeks in Shanghai were fairly
positive, mostly because [ was s0 busy setiling into anew job,
apartment, and meeting new people. Like other new expats;
1 wondered at everything, and relished the differences inart,
technology, food, and lifestyle. Tonly noticed the positive side
of Shanghai culture and social life, and given the amount of
information 1 had to shsorb, 1really did not have time tomake
judgments, positive or negative. After all, change was the rea-
son I chose to live abroad, to experience something different.
‘There was a great deal to ook at, from the neon signs, t0 the
women with rremendous fashion sense, o the markets and
bazaars with unfamiliar products. My initial reaction wasworl
der and even a bit of awe. Lhave found that foreigners who are
only staying for the short term (Jess than one year) seem 10
stick to this stage and not move too deeply into the later stages ‘
of culture shock. The fact that they ave leavingin a short time
Jeads them to view many problems with a sense of humot,
rather than as a life crisis. ; .

Then came stage two, which after two years, Tamstil
experiencing. This was the period when I started noticng the
cultural differences more clearly, usually ina negative Light |
found myself getting angry and frustrated over little things

L GBOLOGY
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thatcan make aday gosmoothly or not; and mood swings were
frequent. Some of the more unpleasant aspects of Shanghai
becarnie rhore noticeable, like the monstrous traffic problems,;
inconsiderate people; the awful working conditions most
workers suffer; and low-quality workmanship on products. I
constantly resisted the urge to educate my hosts and change
theirways to something more similar to my own. “Why.do you
do it this way?" is perhaps the most:common question T ask,
and usually the answer fails to convince me that the Chinese
way is better than my way. I know thisis due to my different
viewpoint from the locals, who are used to their customs and
are relatively indiffevent to other options: I continue to struggle
with the conflict betwéen accepting tny hosts habits and cus-
toms and attempting to change them.

In the third stage of culture shock, a foreigner has lived
in their adopted country (perhaps one to five years) and has
come to grips with the immense but subtle cultural differences
and deals with them with move ease. They understand more of
the historical and cultural background; and experienice fewer
surprises. I have only witnessed stage three in others. Tknow
there ave continuing waves of culturé shock and corresponding
frustration, stress, and anxiety, but they are shorter in duration
and less severe than in stage two. At this point; the foreigner
is fairly adapted to the local culture (though not necessarily
assimilated into it).

Omne of the problems L continually encounter iswhat I with
my Westersrupbringing, consider bad mannersor habits: Many
Chinese spit, whenever and wherever they please. The Shang-
hainese claim they do not spit in the streets; it is the millions
of migrants that have come to the city. The migrant workers are
generally less-educated and very poor. However, to a Westerner,
this detail is of little relevance—they livein Shanghai, they are
Shanghainese. Hygienie is a problem here; and considering all
the deadly diseases developing ini this part of the world, isof
serious concern. | find it difficult to get used to some of the typi-
cal street behaviour; such as the constant pushing to get on the
buses, subways; and elevators. Other behaviour islessannoy-
ing, and at times even humorous: Elderly men,; in particular,
have a habitof wearing pajamas out ot the street; to do errands
in the morning, and sometimes all day. The Shanghainese also
throw their garbage everywhere; thelogicbeing that someone
has a job to clean it up.

The odd thing is the Shanghainese tend not to say much
to change the bad habits of those around them. Since ncone
speaks up; no one changes, and the spitting continues (even
though there are signs forbidding spitting in the streets for

CHAPTER TWO
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food. First, the style of food and ordering: Chinese food s
meant for several people to eat together and share the dishes.
Aforeigner eating alone is forced to eat four dishes themselves
or order ‘something, something on rice. This, combined with
language difficulties, ensures most foreigners have about four
or five dishes to.choose from for everymeal. There is Western
food, but not much, and it is expensive, except for places like
KFCand McDonald’s. Ordering food with unfamiliar idiom.
type names is also a problern. Sometimes I think I will never
learn it all. Sometimes I just want a hot meal, but I mistakenly
order cold dishes. Sometimes I like to experiment,and itcan
turn out great or ruin the meal. Second, what they do to the

food is too different for me. Bone shards in meat are 4 prob=

lem. Thelocals like their food cooked ‘close to the bone. Once

the meat is cooked, it is chopped up, bone and all, resulting
in shards of bone, often with blood and marrow seeping out.
The Chinese habit of spitting out the bone shards onto the
table also disturbs me.

The many positive aspects of Chinese culture include
the honest curiosity about foreigners, the love of family,
the variety and flavours of the food, and spending hours
on end just sitting and talking over meals or drinks. They
are a social people, and sensitive, uptight, privacy-loving
Westerners find it difficult to fit in. The Chinese do often
treat strangers on the street (Jocals and foreigners) as some-
thing insignificant or as an inconvenience, but once within
their circle of friends they are the most generous, loyal, and

warm-hearted people. I have had the honour of being wel-
comed into a Chinese family and found that the differences
in manner and thought with Westerners are huge, but the
love and goals in life are the same.

In sum, to me, culture shock is knowing that someone
is talking about me, but not understanding if what they are
saying is derogatory or complimentary. It is also the frustra-
tion I feel when trying to communicate in some important
way-—whether telling someone I love them or speaking my
mind—Dbut not being able to do it effectively. Getting over
culture shock, or at least dealing with it, requires patience,
persistence, and time. Shrugging my shoulders is often the
best I can do. The best remedy, by far, is frequent gatherings
with other foreigners. We get together informally, at a pub,
atwork, or just on the street, and vent our frustrations. We
love the country, we want to stay, but we need to perform
this ritual exercise at least weekly to maintain our equilib-
rium. Feeling validated and more relaxed, we go back toour
daily lives in Shanghai.

CHAPTER TWO




Conclusion

2 common experience among people who spend an

foreign environments. Once they learn the customs,

rterns of behaviour in their new culture, the sense of

insecurity recedes. This is not to say that culture shock is a fleeting
experience. Indeed, foreigners often experience repeated bouts, when-

ever they encountey anfarailiar situations, o¥ have experiences that

1

they find unaccepts le, Nonetheless, culture chock is manageable, and

in many waysisa valuable experience that teaches us about ourselves
and helps us grow as individuals.

The nature of ethnographic fieldwork means that anthropologists
irmmerse themselves in a culture, interacting o0 & social level with
community members, €2ting the same food, and participating in vark
ous daily activities. As we have seen, this fieldwork generally leads to
cultural isolation, feelings of insecurity, and culture shock, but it also

‘hts about human behaviour not possibleina less involved

~omparing culture shock to a rite of passage seems apt;it

s a period of personal growth and reflects on our ability to learn and
accept new and unfamiliar ways of living.

Questions for Consideration

1. Tmagine yourself in a strange place, with no friends or family,
language difficulties, only unfamiliar foods to eat ... you get the pic-
ture. How would you cope with this new life? Draft an action plan for
dealing with culture shock in your ad opted country, including coping
strategies that you would employ.

> Examine the phenomenon of reverse culture shock: What prob-
lems would you anticipate when returning to your horme culture? H
would you deal with these problems?

3. Research bic Jruralism. What advantages canyou identify from
having a bicultural perspective? What disadvantages?

4 I p@ssib'i@, discuss culture shock with someone who has immigr

to your country. What problems did they encountet when they B
. b 5y . 13 R

arrived and what symptoms of culture shock did they experientt:

5, Ifyou moved to another country, vould you try to holdon o3¢
culrural practices and values ot would you adopt (assimﬂa*;e?
country’s culture? Dep&néﬁng on youx answer to this qﬂesﬁ@ﬁ,

you expect amy more from people immigrating to yout wuﬂff??g
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6.  Doyou thinkitis possible to completely give up a natal culture and
completely immerse oneself in a new culture? Why or why not?

7. Based on the young man from Canada’s story, would you say he
has passed through all the stages.of culture shock? If not, where do
you see him in the process of overcoming culture shock? Do you think
he will experience reverse culture shock when he returns to North
America?

NOTES

1. Nolan (1990} calls this phase the re-entry crisis.

2 Temporary residents who anticipate returning to their home countries.
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