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Markus, Hazel and Alana Conner. “8 Cultural Conflicts That Make Us Who We Are.” HuffPost 


Books. TheHuffingtonPost.com, 06 December 2013. Web. 29 February 2016. 


 


THE BLOG 


8 Cultural Conflicts That Make Us Who We Are 


 06/12/2013 07:32 am ET | Updated Aug 12, 2013 


 Hazel Markus 
 Alana Conner 


As the world gets smaller and hotter, people with different cultural backgrounds are 
fighting more than ever before. White people argue that racial discrimination is no 
longer a problem, while Black people and Latinos argue that discrimination is keeping 
them down. Women are crashing into the glass ceiling at the top of the corporate 
ladder, while men are falling off the ladder altogether. Religious conservatives mourn 
the loss of "one nation, under God," while religious liberals mourn the loss of the 
boundary between church and state. And while wealthy nations of the Global North 
grumble that the poor nations of the Global South are corrupt and violent, Global 
Southerners grumble that Global Northerners are cold and heartless. 


Although each of these conflicts seems distinct, our book, Clash! 8 Cultural Conflicts 
That Make Us Who We Are, shows that most of them stem from the same root cause: 
the clash of independence and interdependence. All of us have two sides to our selves: 
an independent side that wants to be separate, unique, and in control; and an 
interdependent that wants to be connected, similar, and cooperative. 


Depending on your particular mix of cultures, you tend to use one side of your self more 
than the other. Tensions flare when people using their independent side interact with 
people using their interdependent side. This clash of independence and 
interdependence ignites not only everyday disputes between genders, races, and social 
classes, but also regional, religious, and national conflicts. 


We are not doomed to fight over our differences, however. Once you know your unique 
cultural mix and which side of your self you tend to use, you can better navigate the 
cultural divides that define the 21st century. 


Are you more independent or more interdependent? Click through the slides below to 
learn more about the eight cultural conflicts that define the 21st century. Then take our 
quiz to discover whether you are more independent or interdependent. Once you know 
which side of your self you tend to use, you can better understand the disagreements in 
your daily life, as well as within your own multicultural self. 


1. Whites versus People of Color 
1. Whites versus People of Color 


The majority of White Americans believe racial discrimination is no longer a problem. 


Yet thousands of studies show that race strongly shapes how people are treated in 
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schools, workplaces, courtrooms, and even emergency rooms. The brouhaha over Brad 


Paisley and LL Cool J’s “Accidental Racist” also shows that racial tensions are alive and 


well in the U.S. Whites’ assertion that race doesn’t matter reflects their independent 


side, which believes that people are unique and separate from their race, culture, and 


history. In contrast, people of color’s assertion that race matters very much reflects their 


interdependent side, which is aware that other people see their color first, and their 


individual qualities second, if at all. 


 


2. Men versus Women 


Women’s entry into men’s worlds is now the stuff of a Disney movie. In Brave, medieval 


Scottish princess Merida out-shoots her male suitors and proves herself an able leader. 


In the process, though, she almost kills her mother. So it goes in the 21st century, 


where women are surpassing men in education and professional attainment, but often 


suffering for it. Research shows that the majority of sex differences in people’s thoughts, 


feelings, and behaviors come not from biology, but from culture. The result is that 


women tend to favor their interdependent sides, while men tend to favor their 


independent sides. When the two sides clash in the workplace, the going gets tough, 


especially for women. 


 


3. Rich versus Poor 


The Occupy movement portrayed class struggles as a fight between the 1 percent and 


the 99 percent. But in the U.S., the biggest divide is between the 70 percent of 


Americans who don’t have a college degree and the 30 percent who do. A college 


education imparts a sense of oneself as independent, separate, and unique — qualities 


that white-collar jobs and social circles desire. In contrast, life without a college degree 


calls for more interdependence, conformity, and cooperation — qualities that blue-collar 


jobs and worlds require. Colleges not only cultivate independence, but also demand it.  


 


4. Religious Liberals versus Religious Conservatives 


People usually think religious conflicts brew over differences in ideology. But our 


research shows a broader cultural divide. Religious conservatives tend to use the 


interdependent side of their selves, reflecting their belief in an interdependent God who 


is more present, connected, and relational. Religious liberals, in contrast, tend to use 


the independent side of their selves, reflecting their belief in an independent God who is 


more distant, separate, and abstract. These religious differences drive political disputes. 


Religious conservatives favor laws and policies that protect more interdependent 


concerns like protecting family, community, and the church. Religious liberals, however, 


favor laws and policies that protect more independent concerns like the freedom of 


speech. 


 


5. East versus West 


Who will rule in the 21st century: allegedly more creative Westerners, or allegedly more 


disciplined Asians? Many people with European heritages use their independent selves 
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to raise independent children, encouraging their charges to express their uniqueness 


and choose their own paths. Meanwhile, many parents of Asian heritage use their 


interdependent side to raise interdependent children, setting high standards and then 


using tough techniques to push their offspring up to scratch. This “tiger parenting” 


seems to pay off: Asian-American students are overrepresented in the best universities 


of the U.S. And while Westerners dismiss the genius of the East as one of imitation, not 


innovation, the East is gaining ground in science, technology, the arts, and even sports. 


 


6. Coasts versus Heartland 


Although many Americans watch the same television shows, surf the same websites, 


and shop at the same stores, the cultural differences between U.S. regions can be 


shocking. People in the Midwest and Southeast (including District 12 of The Hunger 


Games) tend to use their interdependent, connected, and conforming sides, while 


people in the Northeast and West (including Panem’s Capitol) tend to use their 


independent, unique, and controlling sides. As a result, many Americans who move to a 


region that does not mesh with their preferred self experience depression and other 


psychological problems. 


 


7. Businesses versus Nonprofits & Governments 


Many social and environmental problems now dwarf the ability of any one company, 


NGO, or government to solve them. And so these organizations are joining forces to 


tackle global threats, only to see their partnerships fall apart over cultural divides. 


Clash! shows both governments and nonprofits require and hone the interdependent, 


relational, and cooperative side of people, while businesses require and hone the 


independent, unique, and competitive side. Because government agencies are 


accountable to so many stakeholders, their interdependence can take a turn for the 


pathological, resulting in absurd rules, long delays, and red tape. Nonprofits’ concern 


with maintaining relationships can likewise get in the way of efficiency and innovation. 


Businesses, however, too often sacrifice human concerns in the pursuit of profit. 


 


8. Global North versus Global South 


Most residents of the wealthy Global North will never travel to Latin America, Africa, or 


other parts of the Global South. And vice versa. In lieu of actual experience, both sides 


of the economic equator have stereotypes about each other. The media do not help, 


beaming only the worst examples of Southern chaos and corruption into the Global 


North, while broadcasting only the worst examples of Northern arrogance and 


selfishness into the Global South. Yet there is a kernel of truth to these stereotypes. 


Many Global Northerners favor their independent side, which can seem cold and distant 


to the Global South. And many Global Southerners favor their interdependent side, 


which can seem irrational and “tribal” to the Global North. 
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