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Cultural Autobiography
What is culture? According to Webster’s Dictionary, culture is “the totality of socially transmitted behavior patterns, arts, beliefs, institutions, and all other products of human work and thought.” Culture is developed from many different areas of the environment. Different people have different environments; therefore different people have different cultures. It is important to remember that culture is not restricted to race and ethnicity. Everyone has a unique and individual culture which impacts their perspective and worldview. 
Culture is not one dimensional; it is has two elements according to Valerie Pang. She discusses the differences between deep and surface culture in her book, Multicultural Education: A Caring-Centered, Reflective Approach (Pang 12-13) She notes that there are two levels to one’s culture. There is the surface culture, which consists of the visible elements of one’s culture (i.e. Clothing, holidays, traditions).  Underneath the surface culture, there is a deep level of culture. This deep structure is comprised of more meaningful and less obvious elements (i.e. freedom, respect, equality). Taking into account Pang’s belief of the two levels of culture, I will examine my own culture. 
One’s culture is derived from the institutions in which one has been socialized into. Some of the institutions that help shape one’s culture and world view are family, school, community and church. These social groups tend to be the foundation for an individual’s beliefs and attitudes. 

The institutions that I have been raised in have greatly shaped my world view. My family has probably had the largest impact on my culture. My family unit has shaped the deep structure of my culture. My family has contributed to my beliefs and values. For instance, I believe that education is vitally important to success because my parents have always reinforced the value of education. In my family, getting a higher education is not really a choice, it is an expectation. When it comes to politics, my parents strongly believe in voting democratically. They always voiced their liberal opinions to me. Today, my current political views are similar to those of my parents. This is a result of growing up around liberal politics and being influenced by my parents’ opinions. As the saying goes, “the apple does not fall far from the tree.” Many of the values that I hold today are have a direct relationship with the values of my parents. My family is a close knit social institution in which a lot of my world view is rooted. 

My high school and community in which I grew up also have greatly shaped my worldview. I grew up in Bellevue, Washington. It is a growing suburb of Seattle; however it is not yet as diverse as Seattle. Bellevue is a relatively wealth community and the families that attended my high school were relatively wealthy as well. Living in Bellevue can be described as a “cultural encapsulation” (Howard 11). The community is largely white and the people that I associated were white. I did not experience relationships with people outside of my race during high school. Because I grew up in this sheltered, wealthy community I tend to assume that everyone grew up in a similar environment. When I came to Ball State I felt like I was experiencing a whole new world, because I was getting to know people of many different backgrounds. At my high school, the African American population was minuscule; I think there were about 10 black students in their entire student body of 1,500. In Muncie, I have formed meaningful relationships with African Americans for the first time. I have realized my whiteness like “fish discovering water” here in Muncie (Howard 33). I never realized that I was a dominant white until I came into contact with other cultures, and it is quite a shock to me to think of myself as “dominant”. 

History is another realm from which one’s culture is derived. Family history is important to my family now, however it was not regarded as highly in the past because a lot of my family’s history has been lost. I only know the family history as far back as my great, great grandparents. My family does not know where we originated and how we came to America. I think that in a sense when the Merrell family came to the United States they must have shed their original culture and history. This correlates to Howard’s idea of the melting pot, in which “new immigrants could ‘melt away’ their distinctive differences and emerge in the image of Anglo-conformity” (Howard 53). When I ask my grandparents where we are from they simply say, “We are American, we are from America.” The family history that I am familiar with dates back to my grandparents. One of my grandmothers was born in Chico, California and the other was born in Columbus, Georgia. I only know one of my grandfathers and he was born in Muncie. My father was born in Muncie as well. My mother was born in California. My father was born into a middle class family, while my mother’s family was quite poor when she was growing up. My mother changed her position in society, which has helped contribute to my current position in society. My mother grew up in a blue collar household that was on and off of welfare. However, my mother got an education and moved out of that type of lifestyle into a white collar business world and earned a middle class income. My mother benefited from social mobility. Howard notes that there is a system of privilege and penalty, where whites are granted privileges arbitrarily and continue to receive such privileges (Howard 33). My mother was warranted this type of social mobility because she is white; it was possible for her to move to another rank in society.

My culture affects how I am seen and how I see others. I am a white, middle class female. When I reflect on my culture, I often think that I do not necessarily have a distinct culture because I am white. Howard reaffirms my thoughts when he says that “as whites we don’t even think of ourselves as having culture…” (Howard 50). However, being in this class I have learned that I have a culture and culture is not just what race one identifies with. I am a unique individual with a unique culture. Perception is a large part of daily interactions. According to Howard there are two dimensions to how people see others. He notes that there is the subjective dimension which is how I see myself and how others see me. Also, there is the objective dimension which relates to my position in society and the outward things I am judged on (Howard 29). Since I am white and middle class, I often am perceived by others as dominant. Often I am granted those arbitrary privileges in life based on my social position. I think I am also perceived as wealthy because I am going to college and come from a nice area. I perceive others with my culture in mind. I tend not to look at differences among people, and I think we are all alike and equal, similar to the way that David in “The Color of Fear” thought. I often neglect the fact that everyone comes from different positions in life. Since, I believe so strongly in education, I view those people who do not have an education or are not pursing one as inferior. Growing up in a middle class family has allowed me many privileges; however when I see people who are poor and not working I judge them and label them as lazy. I treat everyone the same because I was raised to not differentiate between people in actions. However, I do perceive people differently based on my culture. 

My culture affects every part of my life because it is a part of me. I cannot go anywhere without my culture following along. Therefore when I become a teacher, my culture will defiantly influence my career. I think that as a teacher I will have a lot to offer based on my culture. I have a strong belief in education and hopefully I can pass that along to my students and encourage them to succeed in their educational career. I will have to unlearn my belief that everyone is alike and equal. In a sense this is the type of deculturization that Joel Spring talks about (Spring 3). He notes that schools often attempt to destroy other cultures. Though my thinking that everyone is the same, I will deny many students of their individuality and culture. I will need to embrace the differences of my students and stop being “colorblind” (Howard 53) and ignoring their races. Also, in high school my teachers took the assimilationist approach that Pang discusses (Pang 72-73). My education was done this way and people tend to stick to what they have seen. I would like to break that cycle and open up my classroom to new cultures and more engaging methods of learning. 

Culture is an important part of each person’s life. It is vital that everyone take a look at their own culture, just as Howard does in the first chapter of his book. When one reflects on his/her culture, there is a lot of self reflection and realization that is done in the process. By dissecting my own culture I have learned that I am not perfect, but I am unique. Before people judge other cultures, they should look at their own and understand that there are differences between people and that there are not wrong cultures. 
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