
1.1 WHAT IS CULTURE



As we've said, culture can be defined by Geert Hofstede, the Dutch 

anthropologists, as the software that runs the mind; and this manifests itself in 

different ways. And sometimes those manifestations cause us to feel tension; We 

don't really know what's going on.

So I want to introduce you to the Argentine mate. The mate in Argentina is a very 

cultural thing. And what you do with the mate is that you have this green tea and 

you place the green tea in the gourd-like thing, and you have a metal straw. And 

in Argentina the mate is not just something you drink, it's something you do. It's 

about relationship; It's about sharing time together and talking to each other.

So I am new in Argentina and I'm in a meeting with about 10 or 15 other people. 

And they bring out the mate, and you have a thermos of hot water and you put it 

in the gourd-like thing, the mate, and so they're passing it around. And what 

happens is, you fill it up, you pass it to one person who gives it back to the server. 

It goes all the way around. 
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So the first time the mate comes to me, I made two critical errors that I was 

unaware of at the time. First of all, the straw was metal, so I had hot water in this 

and I just put the straw to my lip and I burnt my lips. Okay, so I'm sitting there, as 

a new foreigner, and I'm sitting there thinking, does everyone realize that I just 

burnt my lips? And then, being a good North American, I gave it back to him and I 

said, "Thank you." So the rest of the meeting, for two hours, they would take the 

mate around the group but every time it got to me, they would skip me. And I was 

thinking, did they realize I burned my lips and they're hurting for me or what's 

going on? So I was over there struggling, why does everyone get the mate but 

me? See what I didn't know was that in Argentina, you take the mate and you 

hand it back, and only when you do not want anymore do you say, thank you.

These are cultural things that we have to learn. And these things happen around 

us. And we feel this tension. And we want, in this course, to help you understand 

why you feel that tension and be able to change your behavior.
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