Culture Lite—a review of

Philips, Jennifer, and Christopher Warnasch (editor), In the Know in Mexico & Central America: an indispensable cross-cultural guide to working and living abroad. New York: 2001, Random House Living Language, ISBN 0-609-60817-7, USD21.00, pps. 279 plus Audio CD.

“Lite” in food advertisements means less filling, less cloying, easier, more refreshing, less calories, and in most cases less nourishment. The concept is now being applied to other areas of life where overload is likely, as for example, the need for useful cultural information in a global and mobile world.

In the Know in Mexico & Central America is a good example of this trend to hand over only the essentials in an easily digestible form. It is clearly pitched to a US American audience, and its greatest strength is the clear, lucid and fresh language with which it gives an overview of the basic issues of culture, individual and family expatriation, managing in a new environment and learning to navigate local business behavior. With the growing number of ESL speakers, such writing is increasingly important. 

More than a third of Phillips’ book is dedicated to background of the region it addresses. Geographic, historical, demographic, social and political information is organized by country. This is bare bones data that does not provide a good read, but succinctly presents the country of one’s interest. Since much of the history of countries in this region is common and intertwined, there is considerable repetition here. One wonders whether presenting the information from a regional point of view first might both lighten the text and provide better perspective for the end user.

In the middle section of the book, the boilerplate of culture general theory is presented and applied to expatriation in a jargon-free, personal and breezy US style. This is useful basic information about coping with transition. It does not purport to provide detail or insight into the values, behaviors and receiving culture that would help us to learn to value it on its own terms. At least 90% of this material could have been written for US Americans going abroad to almost any destination outside Canada and Northern Europe.

The last 40 pages provide the text of language training found on the CD and practical appendices containing contacts and resources as well as metric equivalents and the like.

This book and CD are like training wheels on a child’s first bicycle. They provides the totally uninitiated with enough short-term linguistic and cultural awareness to avoid an immediate crash. But the real task of learning to balance and ride the streets of a new culture still remains. At best the book steers the rider toward desiring and acquiring this skill; at worst it instills false confidence. Today when the traditional colonial model of expatriate privilege and handholding is caving in due to the sheer mobility generated by the global economy, do-it-yourself expatriates and business travelers need someplace like this to start, but also need to know that there is lots more to learn. 

Like many US publications, In the Know in Mexico & Central America is illustrated with a whimsical cartoons that the US reader will probably enjoy and identify with. Unfortunately, at least some of the illustration space could have been better used. The absence of a map of the region is startling, given the generally acknowledged US ignorance of geography. Using a paragraph to describe the flags of each nation, when a small cut would do, seems strangely anachronistic in an visual Internet age. 

It is unfair to fault a book for what it is not, but we wonder more about the role of the print medium to do what online materials can now much better deliver. For example, nothing that we could see tells the potential purchaser or user that the CD is audio rather than data—the reviewer shoved it into his computer by instinct, not his Walkman. Given the capacity of the CD medium, one imagines it could have been used better to support the cultural as well as the linguistic content. 

Is there value for money here? Living Language® courses were originally developed by US government experts for overseas-bound service personnel and diplomats, the Living Language line has been commercialized expanded to include cassettes and CDs and entry-level books such as this. Listing at USD21.00 (£14.99; DEM 51,34; EUR 26,25) the book is neither a steal nor robbery, if this simple sort of introduction to acculturation and language is what you are looking for. 
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