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Seven Deadly Sins
Temptations in a multicultural world for politicians, business​people, scientists, consultants and other responsible citizens

Since about fifteen centuries, Catholic Christian tradition has distinguished seven deadly sins: greed, lust, envy, gluttony, anger, pride, and laziness. This list of undesirables is probably universal to humanity; they are reflected in the claims for moderation in all human efforts pronounced by Buddha, Confucius and Socrates, all three about ten centuries earlier. In spite of its long history the list is also very topical: our newspapers are filled with stories about greed among bankers, lust, anger and pride among politicians, envy among scientists and gluttony among consumers. Laziness today may be the smallest threat.
In the specific context of a meeting of interculturalists however, I propose a different list of seven deadly sins, to be avoided by those responsible for and interested in the survival of our multicultural world with its globalizing economy: 
unawareness, ethnocentrism, amnesia, professional myopia, conceptual mix-up, academic polemics, and level confusion. Let us look at them one by one.
Unawareness of being part of a specific culture:
A famous classical example is the following quote from the Scottish philosopher David Hume (1742): “The English, of any people in the universe, have the least of a national character, unless this very singularity may pass for such”. The one thing I wonder about is whether Hume meant to distinguish between the English and himself as a Scot.

A still very common current example is what happens if in a discussion at an international scientific conference, someone introduces the nationality of the speaker as an argument for her or his position. In my experience, this tends to polarize the audience: some see it as an eye-opener, some as an unscientific, irrelevant and even threatening disturbance of the discussion.

Ethnocentrism or applying the standards of one’s own society to people outside that society: 

The most frequently used classical example is the Chinese name for China: Zhongguó, meaning the Empire in the Centre, but the Chinese are less exceptional than some people believe. The old Scandinavians used a similar term for their part of the world (midgaardr) and in our present world, people in many countries in their hearts consider theirs as the world’s center.

A current example of ethnocentrism are scientific studies labeled as “cross-cultural” but designed and written by authors from a single country, often monolingual and ignorant of literature from elsewhere, which moreover publishers in their language are usually very hesitant to translate.
Amnesia, that is forgetfulness about and inability to learn from past cultural clashes, or simple ignorance of history. This is in particular a sin, and a very dangerous one, among politicians.

Examples are politicians from my own country, the Netherlands, who publicly claim that “Western civilization is superior”, forgetting a past of inquisition, colonial exploitation, some of the bloodiest internal wars in world history, holocaust and genocide.

A fatal case of amnesia
was Hitler’s invasion of Russia in 1941, forgetful about the fate of Napoleon’s army in 1812. To both, this decision sealed the end of their empire.

The demise of the former Yugoslavia might have taken different turns if NATO’s strategists had read Ivo Andrić’s 1961 Nobel Prize winning novel “The Bridge Over the Drina”, describing the lives, destinies and relations of Muslims and Orthodox Christians in Bosnia and Herzegovina during 400 years of Ottoman and subsequent Austro-Hungarian administration.
A recent example was U.S. president George W. Bush’s expectation in 2001 that his invasion of Afghanistan in revenge for Al Qaeda’s 9/11 attack would quickly pacify the country, while his advisors had access to intelligence about the disastrous experiences of the Soviet occupation of the country (1979-88) and to abundant historical records about the two equally disastrous British Afghan campaigns (1839-42 and 1878-80). The experiences of the three different foreign powers with Afghan culture are strikingly similar.
Professional myopia occurs between different social sciences and specializations, whose representatives have lost the conscience that all of them study interdependent aspects of the same social reality; and this is in particular the case for culture.

Two examples from my own experience: In 1983 I presented an invited paper about national culture differences at an international anthropological conference in Québec. The paper was supposed to be subsequently published in the journal Current Anthropology, but rejected by an anonymous reviewer with the following short verdict: “This dates from the days we believed we could learn anything from sociology. My research among the Karen of Burma has proven that there are no national cultures”.

A well-known U.S. sociologist from my generation reacted as follows on a request for comment on my supposed work: “The methods Hofstede used violate every premise of opinion analysis I learned at the feet of Lazarsfeld and Hyman”.

Conceptual mix-up is arguing between parties using the same words with different meanings, without being aware of it. Terms like “culture”, “identity”, “values”, “practices” can mean many things. They do not exist, they are constructs that only become useful when clearly defined.
“A construct is not directly accessible to observation but inferable from verbal statements and other behaviors and useful in predicting still other observable and measurable verbal and nonverbal behaviors”.

A recent and particularly silly example of a conceptual mix-up in the Netherlands was a discussion in the popular press, criticizing our crown princess, who grew up in Argentina, for not recognizing our national identity in the way some journalists conceived of the term.                       
Academic polemics are fights in the scientific press about scientific correctness. Scientists have egos. In the natural sciences, their impact is limited because empirical results can be falsified.

The social sciences leave much more room for ego boosting. Colleague scientists from the same discipline or specializations are often treated as competitors who are wrong if not evil.

All academic research on culture is constrained by the culture of the researcher. This is an excellent reason for seeking synergy with others, and recognizing different studies as approaches of the same reality from different angles, using as ultimate criterion: predicting observable and measurable verbal and nonverbal behaviors (see the preceding section).

Level confusion: All concepts of culture presuppose a collective or social system. Research into culture differences always focuses at a specific level of collectivity: nations, regions, organizations, occupations, generations, families, genders, and possibly more. It does not focus, however, on comparing individuals: individuals do not have cultures of their own; they have personalities and they belong to cultures which they share with other individuals.
Research results like dimensional structures only apply at the level at which the research was carried out, which is reflected in their interpretation: therefore dimensions of national culture belong to anthropology; dimensions of organizational culture to organizational sociology; dimensions of personality (also called “traits”) to personality psychology.

A frequent form of level confusion is using anthropological dimensions of national culture for comparing personalities of individuals. The link between my national culture dimensions and Robert McCrae’s “Big Five” personality dimensions is statistical and leaves room for a large variety of individual personalities within the same national culture.
 Trainers who want to help individuals to understand the national culture to which they belong should not ask them to score a national culture questionnaire for her- or himself, but to score it for “the place where I feel at home”, or something similar.
Final remarks 

Culture is one of the most complex concepts in the social sciences, and with the globalization of our economies its importance ever increases. In this short paper I have argued that people in positions of responsibility in our multicultural world are tempted by seven specific sins in dealing with the culture concept: unawareness, ethnocentrism, amnesia, professional myopia, conceptual mix-up, academic polemics, and level confusion. 

The importance of resisting these temptations is reflected in a famous quote from a French politician in the early twentieth century: “La culture c’est ce qui reste quand on a tout oublié” (culture is what is left after you forgot all else).
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