-0-

Personal Use Only

Mapping Cultural Communication

an Introduction to Information Philosophy 

( 2008, Johannes Cornelis van Nieuwkerk


Johannes Cornelis van Nieuwkerk




P.O. Box 275






3000 AG Rotterdam


The Netherlands




GSM: +423 663 019 190/+36 20 9877082

Email: jcn@culturon.com 




Mapping Cultural Communication 

an Introduction to Information Philosophy

Introduction

Twenty years of traveling and international work in mass-communication has lead to ample exposure to cultural, intercultural and cross-cultural elements. 

Philosophical reflection over time created a personal picture on how people process information and others influence them in doing so.

This picture meanwhile evolved into a world map. A map that shows the balanced way in which people communicate; a map that at the same time shows the difference in processing between them; a map that finally shows their potential for change or cultural migration.

This Information Philosophy world map remains the outcome of personal experience however. It neither shows any absolute truth nor does it create any fixed general definitions. Its purpose is merely to explain a philosophical reflection, a reflection that might be useful for others to follow and give them food for thought. 

Individual words in the map do represent processing concepts. To universally label or precisely define these concepts is hardly possible and certainly not in the context of this introduction. The approach used to describe concepts is that labels therefore follow as much as possible the general meaning of the word and can in principle be looked-up in any good dictionary.

Of course readers likely would often have used their own personal and different words to label processes. They still can feel free, and are actually invited, to do so because this hardly impacts their philosophical reflection. Labels are merely used to differentiate between processing options; their main purpose is to keep overview of the total and not to describe an individual reflection in detail.

The most important result of the world map is the possibility to zoom-in to local situations and to analyze the local balance of forces generated by related information processes. But the outcome must be interpreted with great care since the balance of forces only shows cultural expectations and therefore stereotypes resulting behavior.

Individual people are however mostly no model citizens and do not fully comply with external expectations. Still this neither means that there are no expectations nor that people are completely free.  People that do not comply are paying a price and partially become outsiders. Most people therefore remain strongly influenced by their cultural environment. This is why mapping the cultural expectations on processing and communicating information makes sense. It is a good indicator for understanding or misunderstanding each other. 

Three tools

How do people process information? What are their tools? It seems that people are using three different tools that fit to three different horizons or dimensions.

The first horizon is the survival horizon. In this position people take themselves as reference and start to rationally argue and find ways to survive. Although people communicate with others because they can profit from, need or are dependent on them, their perspective is not directed to these others but towards personal gain. This gain can therefore also easily be at the cost of the others involved. Without this perspective and its related taking initiative attitude there would however be no drive to survive and people would die. Rational (self-)argumentation is the processing basis here. 

The second horizon is the personal relationship horizon. In this situation people take others as reference and try to share a temperature with them. Two-sided interest and sharing energy is the purpose of this horizon. People often need each other beyond the level of personal gain and have mutual interest in sharing. Emotional association is the processing basis here. 

The third horizon regulates the relationship with the unknown; it dissolves uncertainty and regulates tolerance and acceptance. Whereas the first horizon arranges the relationship with “oneself” and the second the relationships with the “people one knows”, the third horizon arranges the relationship with the total where one is part of, but which one neither controls nor can fully overview. The third horizon represents the relationship with the uncontrolled. Spiritual meditation is the processing basis here.

The three horizons serve different purposes. Whereas rationality guarantees personal initiative, emotionality plays an important “taking care” role in reproduction and finally spirituality does add a long term component and regulates total harmony (or disharmony) beyond “gain” or “love” type of personal relationships.

Related to their purpose, the three horizons also imply different and incompatible concepts of time. In a survival environment there is a short-term gain focus; events should be arranged fast and efficiently. In an emotional environment timing varies and is regulated by the shared temperature. Pleasant temperatures are getting priority whereas unpleasant events are postponed. In the meditation environment there is no real concept of time, it is a timeless environment where events are scheduled as waiting for the right moment; this is a long-term strategic concept where events only happen if there is full consensus or absolute trust in and loyalty to superiors. This approach of waiting protects future interests beyond the life span of individuals. It fits the human position to the long-term environment surrounding them.

If the three concepts are incompatible in their timing and directed towards specific purposes how do people then use them in practice?

Laziness, living a two-dimensional life

In practice people are lazy and try to simplify life. If one is raised in an environment where argumentation is a frequently used approach then there also will be attempts to use argumentation for “answering” the other horizons. People will try to find answers to questions like: Is their love? or Is there a God? If one is raised in an environment where association is a primary component, one will try to live by the association of the moment and not bother much either about survival or about long term consensus elements. Finally if people are raised in an environment where meditative components are important, they will relatively easily accept both a lack of emotional relationships and the unavoidability of death.

It seems that people try to reduce the complexity of simultaneously processing their three horizons in parallel by selecting a single universal processing mechanism for all horizons. Instead of defining domains or separated areas for each dimension, they attempt to process all information, step by step, via the same processing basis. They try to replace three-dimensional parallel processing by one-dimensional linear processing. There are however limits to this approach. Being completely rationally self-focused threatens “care” and therefore reproduction. Exclusively riding emotional waves threatens survival and makes it necessary to subsidize basic living. Finally waiting for consensus or external orders easily threatens both reproduction and survival. Monks that permanently pray will have to be fed by others and will not reproduce. The conclusion is that using a single dimension to process all would, without taking any further measures, most likely lead to human extinction.

If one uses a one-dimensional approach there is tension or incompatibility between the horizons. But in practice it turns out to be more or too difficult to balance and independently use the dimensions for the purpose they are meant for. People do not use parallel processing and split horizons; they seem to prefer to live with incompatibility and tension in a linear processing environment. In order to reduce tension, people in reality opt for a compromise. They do emphasize a dominant mechanism but in case that this mechanism fails and gets them into trouble they use a second mechanism to compensate the negative effects of the first one. People reduce their three-dimensional potential into two sequential one-dimensional practical realities. People balance between their two selected horizons; they use one as their dominant basis and use the other as a fallback. This gives them two sequential one-dimensional options for communication and for solving problems.

Mainly depending on factors like geographical location, climate, population density, poverty levels and on the total long-term stability of the environment, one of the three dimensions becomes in practice the culturally dominant information processing basis. This dominant universal mechanism is the automatic and unquestioned starting point for all communication between people. It is the result of the attempt to step by step linearly process all information in the same manner via a single processing basis. 

In order to reduce the negative incompatibility effects, people however select a fallback processing basis that is automatically activated as soon as their dominant mechanism fails. A collective “cultural decision” is taken to determine this fallback mechanism. Out of the two remaining (non-compatible) dimensions or processing options, a single secondary processing basis is chosen. Like the “choice” of the first dominant dimension, the outcome of this collective “cultural decision” again mainly depends on geographical location, climate, population density, poverty levels and on the total long-term stability of the environment.

Important to realize is that the three dimensions are communication dimensions and require all people involved to recognize each other’s processing basis. Non-recognition leads to non-communication here.

Linear one-dimensional simplification “helps” in this case to more easily recognize the processing basis and it therefore potentially reduces the risk for communication errors between people. This also means that there is a clear reason for taking a “fallback decision”. Without a fixed selection, communication would fail because it would be impossible to predict or recognize which of the two remaining non-compatible processing options people use for their fallback information processing.

Other than with parallel processing, where the environment or the timing determines the proper use of a dimension, in the simplified linear processing approach there is no way to split or to recognize the split use of the remaining two options. People cannot switch back and forth between option one and two in their processing, it would either generate a very high communication error rate or would require parallel processing. This is what forces people to make a choice. They collectively determine a single predefined (sequential) escape for situations where their normal basic communication fails. This predefined escape becomes their fixed emergency or fallback scenario and can be linearly applied. 

Although the third remaining dimension could theoretically be used as a further sequential fallback on the first fallback scenario, this would severely complicate the recognition of the processing basis. In principal people do not want to use a fallback; they are forced to do so. Using a fallback causes communication problems; people have to recognize from each other that they switch their processing basis. A second fallback would mean the need to recognize two sequential switches of the processing basis. This is very complicated and in practice people therefore try to avoid a further fallback. Other then with the first fallback there also is less pressure since they already use two thirds of their processing potential. Not being selected as a primary fallback and being incompatible, the third dimension is therefore almost completely ignored or disconnected. 

The result of the simplification process is that people combine two horizons and ignore their third. Their selection varies however. Many combinations have been observed. In order to identify a culture one therefore first has to recognize the actual selection. 

How does one recognize the two dimensions people use? 

The easiest way to recognize information-processing dimensions is the way in which people say “no” to each other. Every human being has the need to protect his or her privacy and regulate the distance between him- or herself and others. If people are getting too close and have impact on the other, they can permanently damage a person. This is why regulating the distance: saying “no”, is strongly coded and therefore relatively visible in every society. Related to the three horizons, three types of saying “no” have been observed. 

The first type of “no” is the direct rational “no”. It means that people can say “Yes” I like it or “No” I do not want to talk about it. In survival based societies it is allowed to be “direct”, to say what fits or is useful from an individual point of interest or personal gain.

The second type of saying “no” is story telling; it is the emotional way to say “yes” or “no”. In association based societies one first looks at the other and “packages” the message between the lines of a story. People that share a temperature are able to read between each other’s lines and can get close to each other. People without association will not understand the story, also because the story does not have to be factually true in a rational sense. Stories are a way to express feelings; they are a way to “package” associations.

The third type of saying “no” is silence or politeness; it is the meditative way to express a “yes” or “no”. In spiritually dominant societies everyone is considered to be one, to be interrelated. Lacking individual impact, this also means that there is no need for regulating a distance. Expressing “no” is considered to be negative here because it disturbs spiritual cohesion. It forces people to take an individual position other than being part of totality. An explicit “yes” is considered to be negative as well; it also shows individuality. The result is that people avoid any “no” or explicit “yes”. The way they do this is by remaining silent or by giving wishful answers. The result is politeness, a politeness that tries to support consensus, a politeness that tries to avoid friction between individuals and the spiritual environment they are integrated with.

Related to the use of dimensions in every society two types of “no” can be observed. First there is a dominant “no”, a basic way of saying “no” to each other. Second there is an “emergency brake” type “no” that appears if the first dominant way of saying “no” fails. If their basic type of “no” is not respected, people automatically switch to their fallback protection and activate a second method for saying ”no”. The third type of saying “no” is ignored or disconnected and will (since it will not be recognized) in practice hardly be used. 

Which “noes” are used mostly depends on circumstantial conditions. Cultural conditions are in general not as harmonious as paradise and related cultures thus not as harmonious as a paradise culture. In practice people always have to say “no” and depending on their cultural background many variations of saying “no” can be found. The mere fact that there are that many variations or combinations explains a lot of miscommunication or conflicts between cultures. Within a culture, as said before, saying “no” is strongly coded and therefore relatively visible. This makes it the ideal instrument to identify the horizons or dimensions people use.   

Before looking into more detail at cultural differences, another question remains to be answered however. Do people universally apply their tools? Do they argue, associate or meditate with everyone or do they select or exclude certain individuals or groups?

Participation and exclusion, polarity of communication

Do people communicate with everyone or do they exclude others? 

Looking at the survival horizon: does one under circumstances of optimizing individual gain always need to communicate with others? As long as individuals have their food and other basic (rational) needs fulfilled likely not, but as soon as they depend on others for having these basic needs fulfilled, very likely yes.

There are two poles here. On one side there is Individuality, a situation in which a person is not forced to communicate and in practice only will do so if there is extra profit to be made. It means that in this case people restrict their communication to those that offer potential gain to them. On the other side there is Interactivity, a situation in which people (mostly out of poverty) rationally depend on each other and where survival is achieved by splitting resources. There is potential profit to be made from everyone in this situation.

Individuality and Interactivity exclude each other. If one interacts with everyone there is little room for individuality. There is a continuous process of trial and error in which resources are rationally and evenly split in this case; exclusive communication would prevent such equalization. At the individuality side people ignore equalization and defend their individual profitable positions instead. Both processes use argumentation as their basis however.      

Looking at the personal relationship horizon: does one (under temperature sharing circumstances) need to communicate with others? Yes, in order to share a temperature one has to communicate…. but does one have to communicate with everyone? 

Also here there are two poles. On one side there is Rivalry, a situation in which a group of people is not communicating with everyone and only shares energy or mutual collective interest with other exclusive group members. It means that people restrict their communication to those who can positively contribute to their group’s identity, they exclude all others. At the other pole there is Collectivity, a situation where there is no exclusive membership and where everyone is sharing emotional association with everyone. 

Rivalry and Collectivity are also poles and do exclude each other. If one openly associates with everyone there is little room for rivalry. Restricted exclusive communication does on the other hand prevent collectivity: rivaling exclusive groups defend their group identity. Both processes use association as their basis however.
Looking at the third horizon of relating to the unknown: does one need to respect and communicate with others to be an integrated part of the total? Yes, but is everyone in the same position? 

Also here there are two poles. At one side there is Superiority, an approach in which certain people attempt to control and reduce the unknown by increasing their knowledge about it. By obtaining power or charismatic leadership (fire) they seduce others to follow them. At the other side there is Religiosity, an approach in which people try to accept that they cannot control the unknown or overview the total, but that they are nevertheless an inseparable part (light) of it.

Superiority and Religiosity also exclude each other. If one tries to achieve total control (fire) by charismatic leadership there is no room for God or “transparency towards an omnipresent force”. Opposite, if people respect and obey interdependency and obey the oneness (light) of spiritual totality, there is no superior human position available. Both processes have a meditative basis however.

Since people reduce their processing by selecting two processing concepts originating from two different horizons, it is on the basis of the previously described six poles now possible to draw a general Information Philosophy framework for cultural communication.
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Diagram 1, General framework for cultural communication:
To summarize the above: People use three horizons or dimensions being a rational, an emotional and a spiritual one. These three dimensions have poles, which are based on a difference between equal versus non-equal or open versus restricted communication. This means that there are six main information-processing poles; two for each dimension. These six main information-processing poles are: Individuality and Interactivity (rational dimension), Rivalry and Collectivity (emotional dimension) and finally Superiority and Religiosity (spiritual dimension). People in practice simplify reality by selecting two out of their six main information-processing poles; their selection always covers two horizons or dimensions however. (Selecting poles within the same dimension is no option because these exclude each other.) All possible cultural selections can now be shown in a single diagram. This diagram represents the general framework for cultural communication.

Connecting two horizons, traveling, dominance, four cultures

Because people use two concepts from different horizons it means that all cultural communication combinations can be located on the outer rims of an octahedron. The processing is not static however. Since the main concepts themselves offer no universal solution people, as discussed before, connect two of them. But being incompatible there is tension between the connected concepts. In practice it means that people always travel. They travel back and forth between their dominant horizon and their non-dominant “emergency brake” horizon. This traveling process is driven by the non-functioning of the originating horizon and by the hope or expectation that the target horizon will offer a solution.

To illustrate the connection of two horizons one can imagine the following two examples: 

An individualist, out of loneliness, does not want to stay alone and tries to connect with collectivity. In order to be part of collectivity the individualist will have to share his or her property with others. 

A second scenario is that, out of isolation, the individualist starts to look for religious unity or security. Here the individualist will have to dissolve the characteristics that separate him or her from the total. 

The closer the individualist gets to collectivity or religiosity the more clear it will become that these targets do not offer any universal solution. The individualist will become disappointed and a force that travels in the opposite direction will develop. This counterforce will start to balance or in the end even reverse the original force.

To illustrate the development of counterforces one can imagine the following two examples, which are based on the previous examples: 

In case the individualist fully shares all property, a complete loss of individual identity is achieved. But now a lack of basic rational needs can easily arise. If this happens the individualist will be dissatisfied and this dissatisfaction will generate a materialistic “private property protecting” counterforce.

In case of attempting to reach religious security there also are limits. Since perfect harmony under most worldly circumstances cannot be achieved, personal limits of dissolving individuality likely will be reached. This will generate a counterforce that protects or generates demarcation of personal characteristics or personal territory.
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Diagram 2, Connecting horizons, main cultural forces:

*The maps are illustrations and will not be explained in full detail. They are needed to explain the underlying structure via examples. At the end of the article an example describing the mapping of The Netherlands and the Dutch culture will show more detail. 

**The maps use an individual experience angle of view for labeling processes. Other perspectives are beyond the scope of this article.

The previously used examples originated at individuality and did target collectivity and religiosity. Origin and target can however be reversed. If collectivity does not fulfil basic needs, people can target individuality until they discover that they become lonely this way. If spiritual harmony is disturbed, people can start looking for demarcation until they discover that they become isolated this way.

Although a main force and its counterforce to some extent balance each other, they will never be equally strong and fully compensate. If they become equally strong people would get stuck in an imperfect situation. Culture is never static. Therefore at any point in time people will have to determine which of the two is dominant. 

The change in processing derived from the dynamics of force and counterforce is a slow change. The result is that only the “force” will be visible. The counterforce will only be “subconsciously” present. In a long-term perspective the hidden balance is important however. The shifting in the hidden balance is the basis of cultural change. Culture travels, change can even reverse force and counterforce. 

In connecting two horizons, two processing concepts are involved. This generates two sequential stages of connection. In the previous example of joining collectivity from individuality there first will be an argumentative stage followed by an associative stage. In the second example of traveling towards religiosity there first will be an argumentative stage followed by a meditative stage. 

Sharing is split into the rationally dominant stage of charity followed by the emotionally dominant stage of sympathy. The split of the materialistic counterforce is that people in a collectivity first express their wishes for personal property; this stage is followed by rational greedy accumulation of wealth that disconnects individuals from collectivity. (See diagram 3, detailed processing stages on page 12). 

In relation to religiosity a similar split can be found. There first will be a rational, argumentative (dissolving) contribution to spirituality. This will be followed by a meditative approach to accomplish spiritual oneness. The counter process of demarcation is that individuals will first meditatively consider themselves to differ from the total and assume a physical hierarchical position. This is followed by a rational stage of division of territory into individual pieces.

Derived from the main forces, the hidden balance can analogously also be found between the detailed stages and their counterparts. The only difference is that the two processing options are split. Within each option a force and counterforce can be found and again a choice must be made between the detailed force and counterforce.

But how do the two detailed processing stages relate to each other? The relationship between the stages is a direct result of the way people process information. One process or stage will be dominant and the other process or stage will be used as a fallback. 

This means that between two horizons, four combinations can be found. They represent, from an information processing point of view, four different basic cultures. Looking at the previous example of connecting individuality and collectivity the four cultures are:

-1- a rationally dominant charity driven culture (sympathy as fallback)

-2- an emotionally dominant sympathy driven culture (charity as fallback)

-3- an emotionally dominant ownership driven culture (greed as fallback)

-4- a rationally dominant greed driven culture (ownership as fallback)

Looking at the previous example of connecting individuality and spirituality there also are four basic cultures:

-1- a rationally dominant contribution driven culture (oneness as fallback)

-2- a spiritually dominant oneness driven culture (contribution as fallback)

-3- a spiritually dominant hierarchy driven culture (territory as fallback)

-4- a rationally dominant territory driven culture (hierarchy as fallback)

Every combination of poles generates four basic cultures. The total map identifies forty-eight basic Information Philosophy cultures. 

Diagram 3, Detailed processing stages of connecting horizons:
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Hierarchy of poles, revolutions, disharmony versus harmony

What is the relationship between the six poles? As has been discussed before, the three horizons split into two poles based on the exclusivity or non-exclusivity of communication. In principle these poles exclude each other and under normal circumstances people will never change the polarity of the horizons they use. Under special “revolutionary” conditions however there can be a fundamental change and people can this way be forced to accept a change in the polarity of their horizon. The next map illustrates this.

Diagram 4, Revolutionary processes between poles
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Between individuality and interactivity people can loose or win their independence. As soon as people loose their individual property or territory they likely will become interactive and start open communication. If “poor” people on the other hand all of a sudden become rich they will very likely become more individualistic and restrict communication in order to protect the property they won.

Between rivalry and collectivity, groups can “cluster” to collectivity or rivaling fractions can in the opposite direction split-off from the collectivity. Suddenly there is defragmentation or fragmentation. 

Between superiority and religiosity human leadership can fall or rise. If a charismatic leader dies and there is no successor, people can quickly start to look for omnipresent religious forces. If a person rapidly rises to power, people can start dedicating themselves to assumed superior human characteristics instead of to obeying God.

Although the revolutionary processes rarely occur, it is important to take them into account. In a number of cases they do cause a revolutionary migration of culture.

After looking at the direct connections or revolutionary processes between the poles, the next question is whether there can be a hierarchy or following order between the six poles determined. 

In order to determine a hierarchy, first an absolute point of reference must be defined. The pole where communication becomes obsolete and full integration is accomplished is considered to be the most harmonious for Information Philosophy. This is the pole of religious oneness. The other poles are ranked according to their distance to full integration. Two ways are used to determine this.

The first approach is that individuals can be part of groups and are part of the spiritual total. Groups are also part of the spiritual total. This generates a three-layer hierarchy between individuals, groups and the spiritual total. The next step is that all three possess poles and that the influence of the poles follows the three-layer division. This means that the group poles enclose the poles of individuality and that the two poles of the spiritual total enclose the group poles. 

Inside of the three layers the open communication pole is more integrated and therefore more harmonious than the excluding pole. The conclusion is that the hierarchy from harmony to disharmony then becomes religiosity, collectivity, interactivity, individuality, rivalry and finally superiority.

Another approach is to look at the differences between the six poles from an integration perspective. Do poles represent stages of disintegration? Starting point is full integration or religiosity here. 

The first step leads from religiosity to collectivity. What happens is that the human species considers itself to differ from the spiritual total or oneness. People start to see themselves as (equal) humans. 

The second step leads from collectivity to interactivity. Here individuals consider themselves to differ from collectivity and create equally split individual positions. People start to see themselves as (equal) individuals instead of (collective) humans. 

The third step leads from interactivity to individuality. In this stage individuals do no longer respect the equal split and start to differentiate. They start to see themselves as unequal individuals. The inequality between them is however based on independence and not on superiority.

The fourth step leads from individuality to rivalry. Here individuals (voluntarily) start to cluster because they expect that being part of an exclusive group will bring them extra profit or can help them to better protect their personal interests. The logic is that the exclusive group is supposed to be more influential than the sum of its individuals. People start to see themselves as unequal social entities this way. In relation to religious oneness this means further disintegration. Rivaling groups claim even more disproportionate space than individuals. Their influence is however accomplished by exclusion of others and not based on dominance or superiority.

The fifth and last step leads from rivalry to superiority. Individuals within rivaling groups start to lead their group and dominate their environment. Their influence is not limited to their own group but actively impacts their entire surroundings. The integrating concept of an omnipresent God has been fully replaced by the disintegrating concept of dictatorship and human dominance here.

The second approach leads to the conclusion that there is a disintegrating hierarchy between the six poles. The hierarchy has the same following order as the results of the first approach being religiosity, collectivity, interactivity, individuality, rivalry and finally superiority.

Both approaches lead to the same hierarchical order. Following the second approach there are many other ways in which the poles are connected however. This does not make any difference though. From an integration or disintegration point of view clear stages can be found regardless of the side from which one connects to a pole.

One can also symbolically describe the hierarchy. Starting from paradise, separation and growing human influence increases worldly disharmony. This leads to a harmonious desire to return to heaven. 

On the basis of the hierarchy, the previously used total map of main cultural forces and the total map of detailed processing stages can be split into a total map of disharmonic main forces and detailed processes and into a total map of harmonic main forces and detailed processes. Each map contains twelve main forces and twenty-four detailed processes. The forty-eight detailed processes are, as said before, the basis for defining Information Philosophy cultures.

Diagram 5, Total Disharmonic main forces and detailed processes
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Diagram 6, Total Harmonic main forces and detailed processes

The importance of splitting the total main forces and detailed processes into a disharmonious and into a harmonious map is twofold. The first point is that it more clearly separates forces and their related (subconscious) counterforces. Since people will always have to make a choice, they will use one of the maps as their basis. Forces and counterforces can no longer be confused; they are split. The second point is that separating the maps more clearly shows the effects of cultural change and cultural migration. A split in disharmonious and harmonious effects can help regulating them.

(The difference between harmonious and disharmonious forces is mostly relatively obvious. But between Individuality and Rivalry it might need some further explanation. Clustering at first sight looks to be more harmonious than egocentrism. One should however realize that clustering means increased discrimination; it is based on excluding people and creates collective inequality. Egocentrism on the other hand represents criticism on and a withdrawal from rivalry in order “to return to” individual inequality. Although both poles represent inequality, individuality is more harmonious than rivalry.)

Before a practical example can be shown, the next and final question to be answered is whether traveling between horizons is the only mechanism or that neighboring poles also have influence.

Neighbors, the role and influence of external poles

People use, as discussed, two processing concepts or two different horizons and travel between two poles with them. Always one of the two poles will have a stronger influence on people and will cause one main processing concept to be dominant. This logic represents the basic mapping structure of cultures in Information Philosophy.

Cultures mostly are no isolated islands however and are surrounded by other cultures that, although using the same type of processing logic, travel between a different set of poles or in another direction.

Since neighboring cultures are in touch and therefore cannot fully avoid or ignore each other, there are mechanisms available that try to arrange a certain level of understanding between them. In practice this means that every culture has a number of processes available to arrange communication with the “outside” world. Because one can neither select one’s neighbors nor their culture there are options available to communicate with all other (external) poles which are no part of the basic (internal) culture. External influencing follows the same dissatisfaction and hope logic as the internal forces; external and internal forces are therefore identical. 

Depending on the actual neighbors and on the closeness of the relationship with them, some mechanisms will be better developed than others and will have a stronger impact. There are a number of factors that influence the strength of an external relationship. Next to geographical closeness there are factors like the sharing of poles, the importance/dominance of the shared poles within the cultures and the sharing of the direction to or from these shared poles. 

Impact therefore varies: some cultures have nothing in common and cannot communicate with each other. On the contrary it is also possible that an external relationship starts to dominate the basic culture; in that case a gradual cultural migration takes place. 

Out of personal experience there are two main principles used to regulate external communication. 

The first principle is that people will not change their horizons and related processing concepts. Also for external communication only the two processing options as available in the own “internal” basic culture are used. The third dimension remains disconnected. 

The second principle is that external communication is related to the direction of the basic culture. If the basic culture moves away from a pole then also the external communication will move away from this pole. If the basic culture moves towards a pole, the external communication also will move towards this pole. 

Diagram 7, Detailed processing stages. Neighbor relationships:
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The logic is that external relationships are handled from the perspective of supporting the own basic culture. If for example the basic culture is unhappy with an information processing concept, it will handle the external relationships from the same perspective. If it hopes to find a solution elsewhere (at another pole), the external relationships are expected to emphasize or confirm this expectation. It means that only those processes that directly externally connect to the basic culture’s two poles and that support the direction of the basic culture are selected as potential neighbor relationships.

To once more use the previous two examples: 

If the basic culture travels from individuality towards collectivity (meaning that it is either charity or sympathy based), its external relationships will be based on erudition, conviction and contribution at the individuality pole side and on unification, accommodation and socialization at the collectivity pole side. 

If the basic culture travels from individuality towards religiosity (meaning that it is either contribution or oneness based) the external relationships will be based on erudition, conviction and charity at the individuality pole side and on belief, interdependency and faith at the religiosity pole side. 

If an external relationship fits to a dominant pole it likely will be stronger than if connected to a non-dominant pole. Being the main information processing concept, the dominant pole has more external influence than the non-dominant pole. Theoretically there are exceptions to this rule however. There is a two-sided influence between a culture and its neighbor. If the neighbor’s culture is very strong and if it properly connects with its dominant pole to the non-dominant pole of the other culture, the neighbor’s influence can outweigh the own “internal” culture’s balance. Similarly a strong neighbor can via the non-connection or non-fitting of an external force stimulate cultural change. These examples are however exceptions. In general the support of the own basic culture prevails. 

To summarize: the development of external relationships depends on the closeness and strength of the neighbor and on the poles and directions shared. If the neighboring culture does not share any pole or if there is a difference in traveling direction from the shared poles, there will be a cultural gap and little external communication.

From a theoretical point of view, all components and principles that are needed to map Information Philosophy based cultures have now been described. Before a practical example is analyzed into more detail, two further topics will be discussed. The first topic explains the steps needed to map a culture, the second topic explains cultural change and cultural migration.

How to make a cultural map? Answering five questions

In order to make an Information Philosophy based map of a culture a number of parameters has to be cleared.  These parameters are:

-1- Horizons?

-2- Dominance?

-3- Polarity?

-4- Direction?

-5- (Balance of) External relationships? 

The first issue to be cleared is to determine the two information-processing concepts that form the basis of the culture to be mapped. The general method to do this is to analyze the way in which people say “no” to each other. It is not very hard to observe the dominant and the “emergency brake” type of “no” in a society.

The second issue to be cleared is to determine the balance between the two types of “no” observed. One type will be dominant, the other type will only be used if the first type fails or is not respected. 

The third issue is to clear the polarity of the two information-processing concepts used. Since the difference between open and restricted communication is clearly visible in societies, this is easy.

The fourth issue is to clear the direction. Because forces and their counterforces are balanced it is not always that easy to determine which of the two is actually selected by the majority of people. Because the model prescribes the two options to choose from, the question to be answered remains relatively simple however. If for example the outcome from the first three issues is that people travel from individuality towards collectivity and that individuality is dominant, the influence of charity versus greed has to be analyzed. One has to determine which force is currently stronger or dominant.

The fifth issue is to determine the external relationships. This is not easy and mostly needs a lot of research. As such the external forces and their labels are known because they are a fixed (model) outcome of the answers to first four issues. The balance and impact of external relationships however strongly varies from situation to situation and needs thorough analysis. Every potentially possible external relationship needs an individual detailed description here.

After explaining the five-step approach to set the parameters for cultural mapping there remains one last theoretical topic to further discuss, being the mechanisms for cultural change and migration. Following this, the Information Philosophy mapping theory can and will be applied to a practical example.

Cultural change and cultural migration, four scenarios

Before discussing the mechanisms first the terms cultural change and cultural migration have to be defined. Information Philosophy defines cultural change as a change of the basic culture on the basis of a shift in balance between its internal components. This means that neither the main processing concepts, nor the connected poles change. There merely is a change in balance between the detailed processes that connect the poles. Information Philosophy defines cultural migration as a change in culture based on an exchange of one or more poles. This means that all internal components and detailed processes are replaced. 

There are two scenarios for cultural change and two scenarios for cultural migration; all four will now be discussed into more detail.

The first scenario of cultural change is a change of dominance between the two connected poles. In the previously used example of a connection between individuality and collectivity this means a change from a charity based culture to a sympathy based culture or vice versa. In the counter direction it means a change from a greed based culture to a property based culture or vice versa.

The second scenario of cultural change is a change of direction between the two connected poles. In the previously used example of a connection between individuality and collectivity this means a change from a charity based culture to a greed based culture (or vice versa) or from a sympathy based culture to a property based culture (or vice versa). 

The first scenario of cultural migration is a gradual change caused by the fact that an external force becomes stronger than one of the internal forces. If in the previous example the external force contribution becomes stronger than the internal force charity, the cultural model changes. The new poles are now individuality and religiosity instead of individuality and collectivity. The new detailed (internal) processes are contribution and oneness. Charity becomes an external force.

The second and also last scenario of cultural migration is a change of polarity of one of the used horizons. This is a revolutionary and fundamental change which is caused by external circumstances and which has been previously illustrated in Diagram 4. For the previous example it could mean a polarity change from collectivity to rivalry. A sympathy based culture can this way all of a sudden change into an identification based culture. 

The theoretical side is now complete; a practical example will follow.

Practical example, Disclaimer

Although personal experience so far confirms the theory explained here, much further research has to be done in order to validate the Information Philosophy model and its assumptions. Therefore the practical example given in this article has to be interpreted with great care. It should dominantly be seen as an explanation of the methodology and not as proven model outcome. All answers to the cultural mapping questions in the example are personal estimates and are not yet validated by empiric research. The example is not randomly chosen however. There are ample indications that the culture and situation listed is close to reality.

Practical example: Answering 5 questions, The Netherlands
In order to put The Netherlands on the Information Philosophy map first five questions will have to be answered:

-1- Horizons?


Rational and Emotional “Noes”

-2- Dominance?


Rational

-3- Polarity?


Individuality and Rivalry

-4- Direction?


Self-Reliance stronger than Conviction

-5- External relationships?
Strong: Introspection, Greed, Territory






Weaker: Fidelity, Retreat, Ascension


Diagram 8, World Map of Information Philosophy, The Netherlands

The Netherlands has a dominantly rational culture in which people can directly express what they think. The second (non-dominant) cultural element is that people emotionally belong to small groups. The Dutch type of rationality is individuality based. People are rich enough not to need others much to fulfill their daily basic needs. The Dutch type of emotionality is rivalry based. The groups to which people belong do not associate much with each other. The development direction is towards individuality. People are critical and people’s connection with their church or family background has because of this become much weaker over time (a dominance type of cultural change). The balance between (for example religious or political) conviction and self-reliance is dominated by self-reliance. 

From the outside Dutch people look very tolerant but they actually are not. They until very recently just have been in the position to be very self-reliant. They have been avoiding any communication with people they did not want to communicate with. Without much contact everybody could do whatever they liked as long as they did not bother others much. People have been ignoring each other. Tolerance is something else; it assumes contact and understanding. In The Netherlands, being a very densely populated country and with social differences growing, it is getting more difficult to ignore each other. This means that recently the subconsciously present discriminatory (conviction based) forces are coming to the surface.

Which role do external relationship forces play in the Dutch culture? Although external forces are dependent on relationships with neighbors, defining the neighbors is beyond the scope of this article since it would require complete mapping of these neighbors. What is described below is the end result, their role in the society.

The role of introspection is that Dutch people are not very sensitive towards superiority and easily and openly protest against all kind of developments that are undertaken by more influential people or countries. This Dutch ethical attitude of not respecting superiority regularly causes disproportionate international political problems. 

The role of greed is that Dutch people are quite materialistic and business oriented. They want to rationally maximize their profit.

The role of territory is that The Netherlands is a much regulated country. There are rules and laws for almost every detail. Being a rationally dominant country, rules are to a great extent obeyed.

The role of fidelity is nationalism. It is not a very strong force however and is mostly limited to the national sports color “orange”. Still sports type nationalism is very common in The Netherlands.

The role of retreat needs some further explanation. Retreat means individual withdrawal from the group. If people do not have a strong enough position to individually oppose the group, they will in case of dissatisfaction try to retreat from the group. For the Dutch culture two examples can be given: one of internal and one of external retreat. The first example is the “flower power” hippie movement that started in 1968 and in which individuals with very different social backgrounds disconnected from their social groups. The second example is the relatively strong emigration tendency. Many Dutch people emigrate out of dissatisfaction with their society. Retreat still is not a very strong force however. The retreating individuals form a very small minority within the Dutch culture.

The role of ascension also needs further explanation. Ascension means ascending the connection level of the group and to (on a higher level) externally contribute to the “world society”. It is a two-sided respect and not a dominance driven concept. For The Netherlands it symbolizes the role Dutch culture and typical Dutch products play on a global level. Being a small country with a global presence, a certain “positive awareness” of the external role Dutch culture plays is present in the society. A second example for this is the clustered (denomination based) “good target” structure of the Dutch international development aid. But ascension is a weak force. Business motives dominate Dutch international relationships.

On the basis of the above country map of The Netherlands and its explanation, one can compare The Netherlands with other countries or can analyze the past and future developments of the Dutch culture. This is beyond the scope of this introduction article however. 

As a more detailed illustration of the way Information Philosophy compares countries and/or their future cultural development, two further articles titled “Information Philosophy, The Netherlands and Hungary, Three Business Cases” and “Information Philosophy, Three Examples of Cultural Change and Migration: Hungary, Romania and former Yugoslavia” are available.

Conclusion

Philosophical reflection over time created a personal picture on how people process information and others influence them in doing so. This picture meanwhile evolved into a world map; a map that shows the balanced way in which people communicate.
The most important result of the world map is the possibility to zoom-in to local situations and to analyze the balance of forces generated by information processing. Since this balance is not static, cultural change or the potential for change is also described.  

The main principle is that people reduce their three-dimensional processing capability into two one-dimensional practical realities. People balance between two dimensions, selecting one as their dominant basis and using the other as a fallback. This gives them two sequential options for problem solving or communication. 

Recognition of their actual selection leads to identification of a culture. In order to make an Information Philosophy based map a number of parameters have to be cleared.  These parameters are:

-1- Horizons?

-2- Dominance?

-3- Polarity?

-4- Direction?

-5- (Balance of) External relationships? 

Horizons are the three (rational, emotional and spiritual) main information-processing concepts that form the basis of culture. They can be recognized by the way people say “no” to each other. 

Dominance describes the balance between the two (out of three potential) types of “no” people use. One type will be dominant, the other type will only be used if the first type fails or is not respected. 

Polarity of information-processing shows the difference between open or restricted communication. Six poles result, two for each horizon: individuality and interactivity (rational), rivalry and collectivity (emotional) and superiority and religiosity (spiritual). 

Direction shows the balance within the dominant pole. Forces balance their counterforces and one has to determine which of the two is stronger. Cultures are moving from or towards their poles.

External relationship types are a fixed outcome of the answers to the first four questions. The balance and impact of external relationships however strongly varies from situation to situation.

On the basis of generating multiple comparative cultural maps, cultural change or migration can be analyzed as well. 

Cultural change is defined as a shift in balance between internal cultural components. Cultural migration is defined as an exchange of one or more poles. There are two scenarios for cultural change and two scenarios for cultural migration.

The first scenario of cultural change is a change of dominance between two connected poles and their related information- processing concepts or horizons. 

The second scenario of cultural change is a change of direction between two connected poles. Instead of traveling towards a pole, a culture starts to move away from a pole (or vice versa).

The first scenario of cultural migration is a change whereby an external force becomes stronger than one of the internal forces. 

The second and last scenario of cultural migration is a revolutionary change of polarity of one of the used horizons. 

With the help of the above Information Philosophy methodology, cultures can be mapped and cultural change or migration can be visualized. Finally potential future scenarios can be anticipated. 

Personal experience so far confirms the theory explained here. Still further research has to be done in order to validate the model and its assumptions. The practical example in the article has therefore to be interpreted with great care. It should rather be seen as an explanation of the methodology and not as any validated results.

Regardless of the outcome of validation, philosophical reflection on culture makes sense. Any search for human harmony and human understanding is better than without questioning accepting disharmony and misunderstanding. Information Philosophy wants to be a travel guide here, a description of personal travel experiences. Hopefully it will stimulate others to make their own cultural journey.
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