CULTURE - STRESS AND SHOCK

Travelling overseas is a stretching, educating, exciting, experience.  Plenty of people do it and survive the experience with some good stories to share with their friends and family.  Most of them do it by travelling on airlines which maintain clean toilets, have staff speaking English and serve Western food.  They stay at hotels with standards of cleanliness to which they are accustomed -–running water, electricity, and people who can communicate.  Each day they foray out and see the sights, and return safely each night.  And most of them do it for just a limited period of time.

On the other hand you, as students, are going to live and study in another country, living in their homes, coping with their food, language and styles of life.  It will be a great experience, but it will make more demands on you than just being a tourist.  You may well experience what has come to be known as culture shock, although it would be better to call it culture stress, for very few people actually get to the shock stage where the body shuts down and refuses to cope.

Your parents, relatives, teachers, peers, media, and the systems of our society have worked hard to instil in you a way of looking at the world and a system of values.  You most probably believe in being individualistic, on time, well educated, you like a wide variety of food and would complain if Mum served you the same food every night.  You expect people to tell you to your face if they have a problem with you.  You do not feel it threatening to be away from you family for a period of time.  This is your world view.

When you first go overseas you will notice that there are some important differences in the new setting.  Language is a very obvious one, even if they use English, but you may find that your host families have different expectations.  They may expect you to not just try but to like different foods, or to behave in different ways, to address them in different ways, and have a different sense of time.  When you first arrive, you will enjoy noticing these differences and being glad about those aspects that are similar to your own life.  In fact, life is in technicolour.  It is a good time to take your photographs, to write long letters home and make extensive diary entries.  We call this the honeymoon period.  It is the period of initial contact.

However, this does not last forever.  You gradually come to realise that you do not really understand that they are doing, or why they expect you to do things the way they do.  You find yourself colliding with their ideas.  It is obvious that they are finding you rude or uncouth, and you do not know what you have done; or they don’t see your jokes, even when you explain them.  They expect you to understand what to do when you talk to the school principal, or where to walk on the footpath and what to wear for certain occasions.  And they don’t think to explain and sometimes they can’t explain it.  This inevitably produces in you a sense of confusion, uncertainty, and a longing for home and friends.  This can be best described as cultural stress. 

It is due to you not knowing, understanding, and certainly not sharing, their world view.  They are looking on life with different spectacles and they are most probably confused about your attitudes, likes and dislikes.  As this stress grows, you will find that you react to the stress and your efficiency is reduced.  You will start to react emotionally, and even physically.  The way you react may depend on your personality and the way you have learnt to cope with life at home.  But it may surprise you too.  It may affect your study, your sociability and your sleep patterns.

You may find that you start to think that everything about your new country and its people is not as good as at home.  You may even find that you want to write home and ask them to send you things to restore your sense of worth and rightness.  You may find yourself wanting to withdraw into your room to avoid the confusion and minimise the discomfort, or not wanting to get out of bed in the morning.  This is what we might call flight.  It is a natural response to stress, but is not always the most appropriate way to deal with the situation.  And certainly on the long run, it will not help you to gain the understanding of the culture you need.  Others of you may find that you become angry, frustrated and hostile, and even start to blame other people for your pain and uncertainty.  This we may call fight.  You may even do things that later you will find difficult to understand that you could actually have done them.  Tempers are much more easily lost, tears come readily.

As this confusion intensifies, you may well find yourself wanting to reject all these differences.  The people are stupid, their post offices are hopeless, their food is terrible.  Everybody is out to rip you off and cheat you.  You may find yourself whining and being very critical about everything.  Certainly when you get with other foreigners, you may well have a gripe session.  This is only a stage, but it does happen with most of us.  It is not the final stage by any means, and hopefully, it will not last too long for you.  But it is painful and confusing.

The next stage is readjustment.  You grow in your understanding of the world view of other people.  You come to appreciate that they enjoy different foods, different music, have different family relationships, and do special things at different times of the year.  You find yourself able to do things their way without really thinking about it.  The more you can do this, the less stress you will experience.  Life becomes more enjoyable and easier to live.

Language is a very big key to this so if they do not speak English, learn their language as quickly as you can.  Force yourself to go to where you have to use it -  where they can’t speak English!  And even if English is spoken, learn the way they speak it and modify your vowel sounds and change your vocabulary.  Keep asking questions about what they do under certain circumstances, how do they talk to their grandparents, celebrate a birthday.  Try and find out about relationships, who are insiders and who do they see as outsiders, about things they consider sensible and what is nonsense.

It is always very informative to ask your hosts what they think Australians do that is stupid!  If they will tell you; you have gained an important lesson on our world view.  But perhaps that is something to find out towards the end of your visit, not when you are feeling stressed by culture stress.  Also you can explore what are their routines, and how do they handle interruptions; you need to know what their rules are and what happens to those who break them.  As you do this, you will come to appreciate their world view and fit in well.  Once you get home, you will be able to explain your host culture to those who enquire, and also it will help you to be a good advocate for Australia.

This does not mean that you will have to accept their view on everything and throw away your own values, behaviour and beliefs.  But it will help if you can appreciate the differences and be able to explain to others when you get home how they view life.  Once you can do that, you have got to the stage of being bi-cultural – able to function well in two cultures.  But if does take time and some effort, but is worth it.

May you sail through the stress of living in another culture

and quickly reach and enjoy the bi-cultural stage.

