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Clearly, many individuals and groups have other ‘variant’ rituals, which equally
form part of the same culture, Also, Ritchie ( 1981:223) points out that “what a
people believe themselves to be is not invalidated by lack of performance in keep-
ing with the belief”. We will now turn to what lies behind the beliefs cultures
hold, and what motivates people within their cultures to behave in their various
patterned ways.

9.2 Cultural Orientations

In this section we distinguish between general orientations, also known as learning
styles, and culturally formed orientations.

* Orientations

The word ‘orientation’ is another case of a nominalization (in this case, a de-verbal
noun), suggesting a frozen state. The verb ‘to orient’ means “to adjust or align one-
self according to surroundings or circumstances” (CED 1991). People, in fact, tend
to orient their way of doing things consistently over a wide range of circumstances,
according to their character or personality. In NLP, these orientations are called
‘meta-programs’: “perceptual filters that we habitually act on” (O’Connor and
Seymour 1993:149). Orientations tend to be consistent, but this is not always the
case (emphasis in the original):

Metaprograms are systematic and habitual, and we do not usually question
them if they serve us reasonably well. The patterns may be the same across
contexts, but few people are consistently habitual, so metaprograms are likely
to change with a change of context. What holds our attention in a work envi-
ronment may be different from what we pay attention to at home.

In Chapter 4.7, we noted that much of our imprinting is fully developed by the end
of school-age. Likewise, meta-programs, and hence personality, are relatively fixed
by that stage. But, as O’Connor and Seymour mention above, our orienting can
change across contexts.

It is our orientations which govern how perception is generalized, distorted and
deleted. A well-known example of how an orientation distorts reality is as follows:
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a bottle that has been opened and drunk from, can either be perceived as being half
empty or as half full. Our perception of it has little to do with that actual bottle and
the quantity of liquid inside (reality). Perception is distorted to fit in to the way we
orient ourselves to the world in general. Our perception of the contents ultimately
has to do with who we are. In this case, optimists or pessimists.

One of the orientation meta-programs suggested in NLP regards chunk size.
Chunk size has already been introduced during the discussion on local and global
translation styles. The polar-opposites of chunk size are the generalities (the con-
text) or the details (the individual words themselves). This chunking orientation has
an important place in Gestalt therapy, and is now understood to be a major factor in
learning.

To see how we normally and unconsciously chunk, we can look at the following
example. The diagram can be perceived in at least four different ways, depending
on this local/global orientation.

NN

Figure 37. Testing Orientation: Local or Global?

Example descriptions of this diagram are as follows:

1. there are three separate shapes

2. there are some triangles, one upside down, in a picture

3. there is a picture with two identical triangles and one upside down
4. there is a (single) picture of triangles

All four answers are correct, just like the bottle being half-full or half-empty.
This sorting of information comes under a variety of names® depending on the field
and the application. The terms below come from Gestalt psychology, cognitive psy-
chology and linguistics. Apart from ‘sorting’ and ‘mismatching’ which is only to be
seen in NLP literature, the other terms now tend to be used across all disciplines:
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Response number one shows a definite orientation towards the left hand column
(separate shapes) while number two begins to notice the differences first, and then
focuses on the picture. Answer three, instead, begins at the right, focusing on “a
single picture” and then moves to the left. Finally, response four focuses exclu-
sively on the whole: the gestalt, “Gestalt” actually means an organized configuration
or pattern of meaning.

It should always be remembered that the idea of polarization is a convenient
model (deleting, generalizing and distorting the far more complicated reality), and
that any orientation is, as the word suggests, no more than a tendency towards one
way of perceiving the world. Creating taxonomy of these orientations is necessarily
limiting. However, if we remember that none of the orientations operate in isola-
tion, and that, as in grammar, we have levels of delicacy and exceptions, then we
can begin to build a useful grammar primer of what actually happens in the context
of culture.

* Cultural Orientations

* The Cultural Iceberg

A cultural orientation is a shared meta-program: a culture’s tendency towards a
particular way of perceiving. The orientation or meta-program influences how real-
ity is modelled, i.e. which aspects are to be generalized, distorted and deleted. An
orientation is based on a number of complex and interrelated (and sometimes con-
flicting) values, which, as we have seen, are also in dynamic relation with a number
of other factors. At the heart lie the fixed and totally-out-of-awareness core values.
Figure 38 illustrates the relation between values and orientations.

There are relatively few core values. These generate a number of more context-
defined values, (see figure 38 overleaf). A cluster or set of these specific values will
result in a certain orientation towards or away from a particular way of perceiving,
interpreting and behaving in a number of contexts. Reality, then, within a specific
culture will be distorted, generalized and deleted to suit the cultural orientation.

Many authors (and disciplines) have come up with a taxonomy of cultural
orientations. Florence Kluckhohn (Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck 1961 :341) coined the
term ‘value orientation’, and defined them as follows:

Value orientations are complex but definitely patterned (rank-ordered) prin-
ciples, resulting from the transactional interplay of three analytically
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distinguishable elements of the evaluative process — the cognitive, the affec-
tive, and the directive elements — which give order and direction to the
ever-flowing stream of human acts and thoughts as these relate to the solu-
tion of ‘common human’ problems.

example values

nature
hierarchy - core values
respact subordination to nature
humility core values

Cultural Orientation 1

Cultural Orientation 2

example vaiues
man

superiority core values
control control of nature

conquest core values
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Figure 38. Cultural Orientations

She (ibid.:10-20) suggested that there were five basic problems or concerns com-
mon to all human groups, and also mentioned a sixth common human problem, the
conception of space, but admitted that the orientation had “not been worked out
sufficiently well to be included”:

For each of these questions there are three possible responses that constitute a
culture’s (dominant or variant) value orientations (see table in page 232).

It should be pointed out that every culture and every individual will, in theory,
have access to every orientation, but will tend to favour the use of one orientation
over the others, and conversely will have difficulty in comprehending the other
orientations. A cultural mediator, on the other hand, should have almost equal ac-
cess to all orientations. This may of course result in disorientation through too much
choice, as we shall see in Part 4.
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(1991) has four orientations, which he terms ‘dimensions’, adapted from the soci-
ologist Alex Inkeles and the psychologist Daniel Levinson (Inkeles and Levinson
1969:447), who suggested four issues which qualified as common basic problems
world-wide:

Brake et al. (1995:39) have ten orientations, an amalgamation of Kluckhohn, Talcott
Parsons, Hofstede and Hall.” Their taxonomy is the most comprehensive in the lit-
erature (to date), and forms the framework for the following sections. At this point
we should look at the cultural iceberg (see Chapter 2.4.) once again:
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Figure 39. Brake's Iceberg of Cultural Orientations

’ Brake ef al. have integrated other authors too, but those of most interest here are the five
orientations introduced by Kiuckhohn (Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck 1961); Hall’s (1982, 1983,
1990) time, space and contexting, and Hofstede’s (1991) four dimensions.



