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Abstract

With over 60 million automobiles being produced in 2013, the amount of time and energy that
goes into the automotive design process is extremely valuable. Billions of dollars are spent on
research and development to ensure that new vehicles will be a success. With the emergence of
new markets around the world this is a challenging task. Currently, many automotive companies
are experiencing declining revenue and difficulty breaking into these new markets. One of the
main reasons for this challenge is that the vehicles they are producing are not designed with
specific cultures in mind, merely slightly modified vehicles built from one global design

language.

The objective of this study will be to create a new design approach where culture takes a leading
role in the design process. By researching cultures individually with the assistance of semiotics,
the characteristics of any given culture will be broken down to its base level and then translated
with semiotics into a tangible process to apply to design. By exploring the uniqueness of the
chosen culture the outcome of this study will infuse this new design approach with the richness

of cultural diversity.

The globalization of companies and information has been rapidly spreading since the birth of the
internet in the late 1980s. This globalization connects different cultures all over the world,
making all cultures susceptible to outside influences and trends. While larger companies and the

media seem to tell the public what is acceptable and in style, this study is in juxtaposition and



aims to prove this trend irrelevant. By implementing this new design approach to the automotive
design process, this study also stands to show how this culturally infused product will connect
with the consumer on a more substantial level. This connection should establish a stronger bond
between product and consumer, proving more meaningful in value and in turn increasing

revenue.
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1.0 Introduction

1.1 Background

“If I’d asked people what they wanted, they would have said a faster horse.” — Henry Ford. Since
the early 1900s the transportation industry has evolved rapidly. The automobile has become a
major staple in our lives, beginning as a means of effective travel that has transformed into a
personal and social statement as well. The first time the buyer sees the vehicle he or she will
either make or break their decision to purchase it. Therefore, the aesthetic design of an
automobile can now be regarded as one of the most important aspects of the design process.
Thus the user has taken control of the design process, forcing an evolution of the techniques
companies use to produce what is ideal for the masses. With so much emphasis and effort to
determine what the user will like and buy today, many companies are taking on a global
viewpoint in their design process to appeal to everyone. Fueled by the media and the internet’s
ability to reach billions of people at any moment, current design trends are pushing towards the
globalization of products, a unification of cultures. Is globalization the right move? Or will this

design trend have permanent consequences on cultures around the world?

What is Culture?

Before looking at culture in design, one has to understand what culture is. Since the early 1700s
culture has been regarded to as the characteristics that compose an individual’s or society’s
means of living and also as the self-improvement of humankind, the pursuit of perfection. Being
knowledgeable about all matters that concern us, the search for meaning, has been a driving
force in self enlightenment for centuries. “Enlightenment is man's emergence from his self-

incurred immaturity” (Immanuel Kant, 1781). Being cultured was to fill one’s mind with



academia, to pursue a noble effort to form his or her own opinions on past and present events.
Initially an elitist view, this pursuit of knowledge still stands today in some cultures and social
classes. Throughout history many other theories of culture have risen from anthropometrical
standpoints, in addition with other fields.
“In the 20th century "culture™ emerged as the central and unifying concept of
American anthropology, where it most commonly refers to the universal human
capacity to classify and encode human experiences symbolically, and to
communicate symbolically encoded experiences socially” (“Culture”, 2012, para.

#14).

This encoding of human experiences symbolically refers to the world’s diverse amount of

languages.

“Language and culture then both emerged as a means of using symbols to
construct social identity and maintain coherence within a social group too large to
rely exclusively on pre-human ways of building community such as for

example grooming”(“Culture”, 2012, para. # 58).

This construction of social identity and sense of belonging in large social groups is what
eventually evolved into the creation of societies and nations. These distinct cultures can be
identified and distinguished on sub-cultural levels, such as interaction, learning, defense, play,
exploitation, territoriality, etc. With so many different fields defining what culture is, most
researchers and theorists today believe that culture consists primarily of the symbolic, ideational,

and intangible aspects of human societies.



“The essence of a culture is not its artifacts, tools, or other tangible cultural

elements but how the members of the group interpret, use, and perceive them. It is

the values, symbols, interpretations, and perspectives that distinguish one people

from another in modernized societies; it is not material objects and other tangible

aspects of human societies. People within a culture usually interpret the meaning

of symbols, artifacts, and behaviors in the same or in similar ways” (Banks,

1989).
So why is culture important? Culture is what binds us together as a society. It is what defines our
patterns of human activity. Through our different societies, cultures manifest themselves,
resulting in the development of our unique sub-cultural traits. A society’s culture establishes how
its people live. These cultural values act as our founding principles and influence our mindset.
Without culture there would be no diversity among peoples. Culture is an integral part of living
and should be treated as such. Removing culture from our lives would result in the regression of
our society as a whole, as suggested by Frank Lloyd Wright (1893), “Lack of culture means what

it has always meant: ignoble civilization and therefore imminent downfall.”

Our Cultural Identity

Currently humanity is headed towards a global “cultural acceleration” driven by the expansion of
international commerce, mass media, and most importantly the population explosion, amongst
other factors. Nationally, the current state of culture in America seems to be following suit and is
one of popular culture. Popular culture is the entirety of ideas, perspectives, attitudes, images and
other events that are preferred silently within the mainstream of a given culture. This popular
culture seems to derive especially from our American culture, starting in the mid-20th century

and moving towards global mainstream in the late 20th and early 21st century. Heavily



influenced by mass media, this collection of ideas acts like a virus spreading into the everyday

lives of our society.

Popular culture is often viewed as being trivial and dumbed-down in order to find mass appeal
throughout the mainstream. As a result, it comes under heavy criticism from various non-
mainstream sources which deem it superficial, consumerist, sensationalist, and corrupt. This
sense of popular culture being lower class seems to contradict the original definition of culture
itself, in that it is not contributing to a higher learning and self-betterment, presumably moving in

the opposite direction.

“In this sense, whilst the application of design is multiplying exponentially, it is
also losing its validity as an authentic cultural icon. It has become synonymous
with cloning the face of global culture itself, more often representing the
uniformity of mass globalization, rather than reflecting the facets of cultural

difference and diversity” (Carlson, 2011).

This movement towards popular culture is spreading from Western culture and into the global
mainstream with the help of mass media and technology, fueled by the internet. This current
global movement to have the same desires and wants is projected from major companies like
Apple, Nike, etc. With the continuation of globalization in a media based society, the values
society will project are in turn those which the media is projecting to us. Thus the media is
controlling what is important to society without any regard or concern for society other than
monetary gain. This new society will ultimately be artificial, having no real substance. If the
bombardment of mass culture from the media continues, the public will be separated and
alienated from their traditional cultures that mirror who they are. Social dissolution is

foreseeable, leading to no sense of belonging within social groups.

4



How is this important to the design world? Without culture, diversity in design will disappear.
“Designers are interested in culture. But sometimes they treat it in a way corporations used to
treat design: something consulted too little, too late...it’s odd when we consider how often
designers have shaped Culture” (McCracken, 1999). With the majority of most company’s
shareholders making the decisions on what the company produces, profit it the main goal.
Minimizing cost and maximizing profit typically throws many good ideas away, possibly

including cultural factors, thus resulting in a product that lacks any real value or substance.

With the number of products in our society and the importance the public puts on them, it is
perplexing why the majority of products designed are forgetful and unsustainable. This may be
due to the product life cycle, compounded by the fact that the public seems to believe that it
needs the latest and greatest gadget. Alternatively: Instead of innovating, companies imitate their
competitors. This act of imitation is nothing new, actually stemming back to our past as a

developing human race.

“This is called "the ratchet effect:" innovations spread and are shared by a group,
and mastered by youngsters, which enables them to remain in their new and
improved form within the group until something better comes along” (Michael

Tomasello, 1985, p.34).

Embracing culture and applying it to design creates something more than just a product, but a
reflection of the society it is mirroring. Though this might not keep the product out of the trash, it
at least has some significance behind it. Culture should be a starting point when initializing the

design process, not an afterthought or something to glance over.



Semiotics

As stated before, culture is made up of many different areas. Though difficult to pinpoint,
identifying these traits are key to understanding how cultures are unique to one another.
Researchers and scholars employ the study of semiotics to reveal these unspoken differences.
Semiotics, or semiology, is the study of signs, symbols, and signification. It is the study of how
meaning is created, not what it is. For example not studying the tool itself, but the reasons behind
why it was shaped and used in a particular fashion. Semiotics is often broken down into three
branches: 1. Semantics - The relationship between signs and the things to which they refer or
their meaning 2. Syntactics - The relations among signs in formal structures 3. Pragmatics - The

relations between signs and the effects they have on the people who use them.

“All that can fall within the compass of human understanding, being either, first,

the nature of things, as they are in themselves, their relations, and their manner of

operation: or, secondly, that which man himself ought to do, as a rational and

voluntary agent, for the attainment of any end, especially happiness: or, thirdly,

the ways and means whereby the knowledge of both the one and the other of these

is attained and communicated; I think science may be divided properly into these

three sorts” (Locke, 1682).
From these three branches semioticians ask themselves three main questions when deciphering
signs: 1. What does something mean? 2. How does it mean what it means? 3. Why does it mean

what it means?



Physical Sign

Referent Meaning
R-E-D
Category of Personal & Social
Color Meanings

fig.1

Avistotle’s model of what a sign is composed of is one of the first diagrams created to explore
our fascination with meaning. Ultimately, signs assist individuals in actively remembering and
allow people of the same culture to be able to talk and know about a particular thing, thus the
passing on of knowledge.

“Signs are a result of the need that human beings the world over have to

understand the world around them in conceptual ways. That is the central

characteristic of the human species, which is called, not uncoincidentally, the

sapient species (Homo sapiens)” (M. Danesi & P. Perron, 1999, p.47).
Applying Semiotics to Design
If these relationships and codes transpire into the roots of culture and the way people act, then
observation is key. Apparent today, American culture is obsessed with the future and constant
change rather than the past. This may be due to the fact that America is relatively young
compared to other cultures, lacking rich history and structure, as shown in Asia and the Middle

East. An example of this differentiation of time between cultures is how most Americans think



that 5 to 10 years. is a long duration, while Asian cultures consider this a short stint. “Not only
do we Americans segment and schedule time, but we look ahead and are oriented almost entirely
toward the future. We like new things and are preoccupied with change. We want to know now
to overcome resistance to change” (Hall, 1973). Our Western culture seems to drive our desire

for change, almost ignoring traditions, thus promoting popular culture to the masses.

Designers tend to design for themselves first, then the client. By incorporating the study of
semiotics, along with other outside factors, designers should be able to achieve a more
meaningful understanding of their target market. The roots of the underlying culture in study will
be exposed, enabling the designer to specifically tailor his or her design process to the target
culture. Reversing this trend should open new doors to innovation and creativity, thus spawning
new designs and inspiring future creativity. Not only should this process be explored in our
culture but to other cultures around the world. “We are not only almost totally ignorant of what is
expected in other countries, we are equally ignorant of what we are communicating to other
people by our normal behavior” (Hall, 1973). By using this new design approach, this ignorance
can be transformed into enlightenment and our cultural differences celebrated instead of being

suppressed.

The Automotive Industry

As part of the overall trend of globalization and rapid advancements in technology, the
transportation industry is following suit. American transportation companies are moving away
from designing models for specific cultures to vehicles with global appeal. “As a business, we’ve
come to the conclusion that sex sells and understand that this is a fashion industry” (Schiavone,

2007, para.2). This statement, though true to an extent, is shallow in nature. While aesthetically



pleasing vehicles sell more than “uglier” ones, to what length is the car appealing to all cultures?
With so many differences between cultures it seems quite ignorant to say a particular car will sell

well because it looks good.

This also reveals most automotive companies views on planned obsolescence and sustainability.
Fashion changes every year, more so every season. Treating transportation as such seems just to
appeal to the publics’ taste for the latest and greatest rather than responsible business practices
and efforts towards designing sustainable products. Current design and production methods
enable auto makers to refresh models about every 5 years. Technology and the advancements in
3D printing will only make this process faster, eventually enabling auto makers to change or
create an entire vehicle on a much smaller time scale. While the rate of which a vehicle is
produced might not be in the designer’s control, how and why the vehicle is produced is in their
power. “As much as you want to make everything swoopy and look as sexy as possible, there are
vehicles where the hierarchy is equal between design and package. Eighty-percent of the time
we’re now in the mindset where design is the priority” (Mays, 2009). With design now being the

major priority it is essential to understand the market being designed for.

By following globalization trends, individual cultures seem to be forgotten, replaced by one
product for everyone. Considering there are so many different economic and structural
differences, e.g. roads, population, civil engineering, etc., in addition to cultural differences, it
does seem ignorant to say there can be one car for the masses. By ignoring these factors,
transportation companies are making a significant mistake, essentially missing more markets
than what they were aiming for. For example, in China’s urban areas, where the population is

extremely dense and the streets are narrow, an American mid-sized car, designed with global



intentions, will still have no place in the Chinese culture due to its size. It is only by identifying
these cultural differences that the transportation industry can cater to these markets, especially

unproven emerging markets.

Culture in Design, a Catalyst for Change

“When you bring aesthetics and strategy together you have the tools to create products that can
be catalysts for change, both from an economic standpoint and from a socio-cultural perspective”
(Smith, 2009). Looking outside of the box and seeing a vehicle as more than just a mode of
transportation, but this catalyst for change, is what implementing culture into design can bring. A
global brand can still be achieved, though the underlying designs for different cultures by
incorporating product variation must exist. This should result in increased brand power and more
importantly creating a product that will be more open to acceptance and meet the target culture’s

needs.

In many emerging markets having a vehicle is more than just a means of transportation, but a
social statement as well. Signifying progress, attainable personal transportation inspires
confidence within the users having an exponential effect on their quality of life and their
contributions to society. By using semiotics to identify these cultural traits, transportation
designers can apply these findings to their research and designs, thus reaching a larger audience

than before while producing more meaningful vehicles.
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1.2 Problem Statement

With the majority of today’s societies currently following and absorbing popular culture, in
addition with the spread of globalization, the cultural diversity that made us unique is being
eroded. This one-size-fits all mentality is hindering creative growth, lacking innovation and
anything of substance. Companies are focusing on trends that last little more than a year, hence
why the average life span of a product is nine months, focusing their research on short-term
targets instead of long-term goals. One area of industry that is leading the push is the automotive
sector. The majority of automotive companies are merely taking existing models and modifying
them for certain cultures. As shown by vehicle sales in these emerging markets, specifically

China and India, this marketing and production scheme is failing.

One way to resolve this problem is to make culture a major part of the design process. By
researching and more importantly developing an understanding of culture, these automotive
companies will be more equipped to provide a vehicle that meets the needs of specific societies.
The cultural design process will ignore popular short term trends; instead extracting
subconscious values that most individuals are completely unaware of. By following this new
design process, automotive companies should have a greater impact in emerging markets, not

only in sales but by also contributing to the society’s economic and cultural advancement.
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1.3 Need for Study

For the first time in history, automobile production will exceed 60 million vehicles in a year.
Globally, there are now over one billion vehicles in existence. With billions of dollars being
spent each year by automotive companies for research and development, the ends must justify
the means. According to OCIA (2014), Toyota leads worldwide vehicle production with 8.56
million units; GM is second with 8.5 million units and VVolkswagen third with 7.3 million units.
Though these automotive giants are leading in production, their sales in some emerging markets

are struggling.

While the majority of vehicles are produced in China, only 150 out of 1000 people in China own
a vehicle. Compared with the average of the seven major markets where 700 out of 1000 own
vehicles, China is positioned to become the largest market for growth into the future. GM and
Volkswagen make up the majority share of sales in China with a combined 30%, while the
combined total of all other automotive brands is less than 25%. The battle for market share in
China will be intense as auto makers tailor their strategies to meet the needs of the new

consumers.

One emerging market that is specifically challenging for GM and Ford is India. “Cars designed
for customers and segments in other countries have failed to capture the hearts of India’s
demanding car buyers, leaving companies like G.M., Volkswagen and Ford with lots filled with
ill-suited models and falling use of capacity at their plants” (Reuters, 2012, p. 1). GM is currently
only moving a third of its plants capacity in India and Ford moving half its capacity. This global

design practice and one car for the masses mentality is obviously headed in the wrong direction.
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By implementing a new design process where culture is the main focus, specific models can be
created and effectively marketed to these emerging markets with a higher rate of success instead
of auto companies modifying existing models or purchasing other brand’s vehicles for re-
badging. Currently most of GM’s lineup for India is based on existing vehicles from Daewoo.
“G.M.’s Aveo sedan and Aveo U-VA hatchback, based on Korean designs and first introduced
without diesel models, mustered a combined 3,328 sales in 2011. Toyota Motor’s India-specific
Etios and Liva — direct competitors to the Aveos in both segments — sold a total of 63,500 in
the same period” (Reuters, 2012, p. 3). From this statistic it is clear that the car developed

specifically for India sold more than the modified car made for other cultures.

While designing for specific cultures might seem like the obvious solution, most car makers
today are following irrelevant trends in the hopes of meeting the public’s future desires. By
focusing efforts on revealing the hidden meanings in cultures and making these unique aspects
tangible, automotive companies can create vehicles that not only meet consumer demands but

also reach them on a subconscious level.
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1.4 Obijectives of Study

By researching the relationship between culture, semiotics and the automobile industry, the
author plans to develop a design process that emphasizes the importance of culture in design,
applied in this case to the transportation field. From analyzing culture and implementing it to
design, the goal is to make cultural aspects tangible, applying them to a vehicle that takes into
consideration more than just current trends. By accomplishing this the vehicle should encompass
its target culture as a whole, thus making it extremely appealing and more importantly a vessel

for change.

Applying semiotic analysis to culture, this study also aims to expose what makes up culture as a
whole and identify these specific signs to be transferred and applied to the design process. These
unspoken signs and patterns establish our unique cultures, separating us from other groups, thus
ultimately making us a diverse human race. By revealing these unique aspects, a set design

research process can be created and implemented to better understand cultures and their thought

processes.

Understanding the current automotive industry will be the third aspect of this study. Revealing
automotive companies financial states, trends they are following and design processes, will give
valuable insight to how they operate their businesses. This analysis will show where to
implement the cultural research in the design process most effectively. Ultimately this
implementation will be a seamless fit, complementing these company’s pre-established

processes, promoting innovative ideas and solutions.

Overall, from this study of culture through semiotics a new design approach will be created by

implementing these findings into a tangible process. Applying this approach to the automotive
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industry’s design process and establishing new guidelines will be the last step. Selecting a target
culture and implementing these findings will be the final goal, resulting in a distinctly unique

vehicle suitable for the chosen culture.
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1.5  Definition of Terms
Agriculture — the science or occupation of farming

Anthropology — a: the science of human beings; especially: the study of human beings and their
ancestors through time and space and in relation to physical character, environmental and social

relations, and culture b: theology dealing with the origin, nature, and destiny of human beings

Consumerism — a: the theory that an increasing consumption of goods is economically desirable

b: preoccupation with and an inclination toward the buying of consumer goods

Culture - a: the integrated pattern of human knowledge, belief, and behavior that depends upon
the capacity for learning and transmitting knowledge to succeeding generations b: the customary

beliefs, social forms, and material traits of a racial, religious, or social group

Denotation - direct specific meaning as distinct from an implied or associated idea

Dissolution — a: the act or process of dissolving or the separation into component parts b: decay,
disintegration, death c: termination or destruction by breaking down, disrupting, or dispersing d:

the dissolving of an assembly or organization

Emerging Markets — a: nations with social or business activity in the process of rapid growth and

industrialization; the economies of China and India are considered to be the largest

Enlightenment — a: the state of having knowledge or understanding: the act of giving someone
knowledge or understanding b: the Enlightenment: a movement of the 18" century that stressed
the belief that science and logic give people more knowledge and understanding than tradition

and religion
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Environment — a: the conditions that surround someone or something b: the conditions and

influences that affect the growth, health, progress, etc., of someone or something

Ergonomics — a: a science that deals with designing and arranging things so that people can use

them easily and safely b: the parts or qualities of something’s design that make it easy to use

Globalization — a: the act or process of globalizing b: the state of being globalized; especially the
development of an increasingly integrated global economy marked especially by free trade, free

flow of capital, and the tapping of cheaper foreign labor markets

Linguistics - the study of human speech including the units, nature, structure, and modification

of language

Philosophy — a: the study of ideas about knowledge, truth, the nature and meaning of life, etc. b.:
a particular set of ideas about knowledge, truth, the nature and meaning of life, etc. c: a set of

ideas about how to do something or how to live

Pragmatics - branch of semiotics that deals with the relation between signs or linguistic

expressions and their users

Popular Culture — is the entirety of ideas, perspectives, attitudes, memes, images and other
phenomena that are preferred by an informal consensus within the mainstream of a given culture,
especially Western culture of the early to mid-20th century and the emerging global mainstream
of the late 20th and early 21st century. Heavily influenced by mass media, this collection of ideas

permeates the everyday lives of the society
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Prototype — an original or first model of something from which other forms are copied or

developed

Psychology — a: the science or study of the mind and behavior b: the way a person or group

thinks

Recession — a: the act or action or receding: withdrawal b: a period of reduced economic activity

Semantics - branch of semiotic dealing with the relations between signs and what they refer to

and including theories of denotation, extension, naming, and truth

Semiotics - general philosophical theory of signs and symbols that deals especially with their
function in both artificially constructed and natural languages and comprises syntactics,

semantics, and pragmatics

Sensationalism - empiricism that limits experience as a source of knowledge to sensation or

sense perceptions

Signified — a concept or meaning as distinguished from the sign through which it is

communicated

Signifier — one that signifies: a symbol, sound, or image (as a word) that represents an underlying

concept or meaning

Simulation — something that is made to look, feel, or behave like something else especially so

that it can be studied or used to train people
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Standardize — to change (things) so that they are similar and consistent and agree with rules

about what is proper and acceptable

Subconscious — existing in the part of the mind that a person is not aware of: existing in the mind

but not consciously known or felt

Sustainable - a: of, relating to, or being a method of harvesting or using a resource so that the
resource is not depleted or permanently damaged b: of or relating to a lifestyle involving the use

of sustainable methods

Syntactics - branch of semiotics that deals with the formal relations between signs or expressions

in abstraction from their signification and their interpreters

Tradition — a: an inherited, established, or customary pattern of thought, action, or behavior (as

a religious practice or a social custom) b: a belief or story or a body of beliefs or stories relating
to the past that are commonly accepted as historical though not verifiable c: the handing down of
information, beliefs, and customs by word of mouth or by example from one generation to
another without written instruction d: cultural continuity in social attitudes, customs, and

institutions
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1.6  Assumptions

By establishing an improved design process for the automotive industry where culture is the

main focus and exploration, there are multiple assumptions in this study:

Culture’s definition and its composition defined by anthropologists will be assumed to be
correct, as well as the notion of culture influencing all of us on different levels, thus defining

who we are as people and as a society.

For semiotics the general definition is assumed to be valid as is how semiotics is used and
analyzed by professionals. Semiotics is also assumed to be one of the main keys to understanding

culture.

The automotive industry’s current trend towards globalization and the specific future goals they
have made public are perceived to be correct. The design processes these companies use are

assumed to be current and correct.

For the author’s personal beliefs about the study, he believes that the globalization of the
majority products is the wrong direction for product trends, and that the current culture
prominent in the west is one of a media-based popular culture. The author believes that our
traditional cultures need to be maintained and displayed as a positive. He believes that cultural
products can inspire design, further promoting innovation more than non-cultural products. This
use of culture in design should also be used for more than just sales, but also for the enrichment
of the public’s lives. It should inspire confidence and inspiration while progressing culture in a

positive way.

20



1.7  Scope & Limitations

In this study of developing an improved design process where culture is implemented into the

automotive industry, there are specific scopes and limitations that will apply.

For the automotive portion of study only the three major automotive markets, the United States,
Europe and Japan, as well as the top two emerging markets, China and India, will be reviewed.
The research of the current automotive design process will also be limited in that many
automotive companies are secretive about their processes and most will have to be generalized.
The research and study in all of the factors that go into developing a car will be limited in that

they cannot all be studied equally due to time constraints.

China will be used as the target market with an additional subculture chosen for study. Due to
monetary and time constraints, traveling to China for observations and research cannot be
achieved. The extent to which the Chinese culture will be studied will be limited to books and
online resources. The amount of cultural aspects studied will also be limited due to time. For this
reason a smaller group within the Chinese culture will be targeted. Testing for the final product
will also be limited in that obtaining a Chinese opinion will be difficult due to the location of the

study. Online and University resources will be used in this area.
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1.8 Methods & Procedures

Culture Overview

1. Identify what culture is - How it is defined

a.

b.

Library, online resources
Origin of culture: Evolution of the human race
Culture as an adaptive mechanism

Summarize findings and present in an understandable way

2. Identify the Basis of Culture — Break down to its root form

o

Library, online resources
Show Edward T. Hall’s method and breakdown
Show definitions and examples

Summarize finding and list why these 10 categories are important

3. Identify Cultural Influences

o

Library, online resources

Show the progression of influences on culture; break down
Describe values, rituals, heroes and symbols

Define and show examples of these areas

Summarize how these layers are the base of semiotic study

4. Describe the Self-Awareness of Culture

a.

Library, online sources
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b. Show how culture is relevant on an individual level
c. Describe ethnocentrism; Mindset to complete a cultural study
d. Summarize and further show how culture needs to be addressed in a serious

manner

5. Define the High & Low Context Cultures
a. Library, online resources
b. Show the differences between cultures on a contextual level
c. Describe culture in America and its current status; Popular culture and the three
types of learning processes

d. Establish need for cultural exploration

6. ldentifying Culture in Design
a. Library, online resources
b. Show cultures role in design; Examples
c. Effect of globalization in design

d. Establish the role of the designer

Semiotics Overview

1. Ildentifying Culture through Signs
a. Library, online resources
b. Introduction of semiotics: Definition, composition and breakdown

c. Provide reader with understanding of what semiotics is
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2. Identifying Cultures through Patterns
a. Library, online resources
b. Show how cultures base is through patterns and codes
c. Define the three types of patterns
d. Show Edward T. Hall’s three laws binding patterns: Order, selection and

congruence

3. Identify Semiotics in Use
a. Library, online resources
b. Brief history of semiotics: Show Saussure’s and Pierce’s models
c. Show and establish how mass media uses semiotics inappropriately in today’s

society

4. ldentify the Importance of Semiotics
a. Library, online resources
b. Establish why semiotics is important when discussing culture
c. Provide the reader with an understanding of why semiotics must be analyzed

for this study

5. Show the Breakdown of Semiotic Analysis

a. Library, online resources
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b. Breakdown of semiotics: Signs, Modality, Modes, Paradigms, Syntagms,

Rhetorical tropes, intertextuality, Codes, Mass Media & Codes, Modes of

Address

c. Define and show examples of these aspects

d. Provide a sense of understanding to the reader of what composes semiotics

Automotive Overview

1. ldentify the Current Status of Automotive Industry

a.

b.

Library, online resources

Identify the current state of the automotive industry

Role of Globalization in the automotive industry

i. Show how this has changed the way auto makers do business

ii. Describe globalizations effects on auto design

Depict the state of the US auto industry: Sales, market share, business
structure, etc.

Depict the state of the European auto industry: Sales, market share, business
structure, etc.

Depict the state of the Japanese auto industry: Sales, market share, business
structure, etc.

Show how important the emerging markets are, specifically China and India
Statistics - Sales, projected sales, production figures, etc.

Provide the reader with a understanding of these different markets and their

current state; where they are heading
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2. Identify Advances in the Automobile

Library, online resources

Depict the current state of the automobile

Show the different types of areas in vehicles that are changing rapidly:
Electronics, drivetrain, materials and manufacturing

Show the reader the numerous aspects and factors that go into producing an

automobile

3. Identify the Automotive Design Process

Approach

e

Library, online resources

Illustrate the current model of the automotive design process

Provide an overview of this model and breakdown by section

Breakdown into steps: Brief, Initial Concepts, Virtual Development, Prototype
Development, Manufacturing

Provide the reader with a sense of the amount of work and detail that goes into

designing an automobile/manufacturing an automobile

1. Approach to Identifying Culture

a. Create approach and methodology

b. Create visual models to show new process

C.

Establish guide to evaluating cultural data
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2. Approach to Semiotic Analysis
a. Create approach and methodology
b. Create visual models to show new process

c. Provide example to help with analysis

3. Approach to Automotive Analysis
a. Create approach and methodology
b. Create visual models to show new process
c. lllustrate where the cultural/semiotic analysis will be implemented

d. Show the reader why the new analysis will be placed here

Implementation
1. Create a vehicle for the Chinese culture by using this new design process
a. Analysis of Chinese culture
b. Analysis of semiotic data pertaining to the Chinese
c. Identify tangible aspects that can be applied to the design

d. Incorporate findings into the design, i.e. aesthetically, systems, etc.
e. Produce concepts
Conclusion
1. Cultural Incorporation

a. Show where the cultural data was incorporated

b. Provide figures for reference
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2. Semiotics Incorporation
a. Show where the semiotic data was incorporated

b. Provide figures for reference

3. Automotive Incorporation

a. Show where the automotive data was incorporated

b. Provide figures for reference
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1.9  Anticipated Outcome

By researching and analyzing culture by itself and through semiotics, culture should be
effectively broken down to its basic elements. Further exploring these basic elements a design
process will be created in order to establish a tangible way of applying culture to design. These
cultural findings should reveal that societies are not based on our current popular culture, but on
values and beliefs richer in meaning and history. By identifying these traits and translating them

into an understandable context within the product, innovative design should be the result.

Using this process, applied to the automotive industry in this case, will generate a vehicle or
vehicles not based on current trends or fads, but a means of transportation that will connect with
the buyer on a subconscious level. Connecting on this level should make the vehicle more
desirable to the target market by emphasizing that cultures needs and underlying traits. Making
the vehicle something more than just a way to get around but a sign of progress, pride, etc.
should also have positive effects, e.g. quality of life, contributions to society, on the culture
itself. More importantly, the goal of the vehicle is not to reflect or influence the society’s culture

negatively, but to emphasize and promote its growth.

These results will stem from the creation and implementation of this new design approach where
individual cultures are the focus. By inserting different cultures into the process the findings
should all be uniquely diverse, thus resulting in different forms of transportation for different

cultures.
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2.0 Literature Review

2.1 Cultural Overview

2.1.1 Whatis culture?

At first glance, culture reveals itself as the way people around the world live, such as their
clothing, food, religion and beliefs, music, language, etc. It is not these characteristics that make
up a culture but it is why these cultures have these characteristics, the back story behind their
unique actions. Culture today has many different meanings, from the pursuit of knowledge to
micro-organisms on a Petri dish used by biologists, but culture is most widely known amongst
anthropologists and behavioral scientists as the full range of learned human behavior patterns.
This term was first used by English anthropologist Edward B. Tylor in 1871. Tylor (2010) states
that culture is “that complex whole that includes knowledge, belief, law, art, morals, custom, and
any other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of society.” Amongst the
numerous characteristics of culture, anthropologists most repeatedly agree on 3 things: 1. It is not
innate but learned, 2. The various facets of culture are interrelated; you touch a culture in one
place and everything else is affected and 3. It is shared and in effort defines the boundaries of

different groups.

Originally the process of survival passed on between early humans, an adaptive mechanism,
culture has evolved from basic tasks to complex languages and knowledge. The first humans
existed in tropical and subtropical regions 2.5 million years ago. These humans gradually spread
outward and eventually inhabited every geographical region, no small feat considering the
human body was accustomed to warmer climates. What made humans able to survive in these

extreme climates was their adaptations to change. The discovery and evolution of hunting skills,
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clothing, use of fire, warm housing and agriculture allowed the human race to prosper all over
the globe. The evolution of different cultures is very apparent in that the world’s population grew
from just less than 10 million after the Ice Age to nearly 7 billion today, only 10,000 years later.
A side effect of this is the decrease in natural selection. With cultural and technological progress
rapidly changing, our biological progress has been slow to react. As a result our bodies do not
change to adapt to the climate we live in because we now have other means of surviving, i.e.
clothing, advanced living structures, commerce, etc. Another effect is the rate in which our
population is growing. Due to the advances in agriculture and technology, massive numbers of
people can be fed without problem and in turn spurs the growth of more people. This back and
forth issue of food supply and population growth will continue to be the major issue throughout

our lifetime and into the future.

7 Billion
21st Century
5 Billion
World Population & Amount of
Cultural Knowledge for Survival
1 Billion Industrial Revolution

Roman Empire

1st Cities

1st Agriculture

End of Ice Age
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Years Ago

fig. 2
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Culture is Learned

Culture is not instinctive, but acquired and taught, though not on the same level that language is
taught. Culture exists among us subconsciously and without any cultural knowledge one could
not survive. However, one is genetically inclined to rapidly learn and apply these skills. A
product of our environment, since culture is not instinctive and there is no one way to learn it, a
new born could be placed in any culture around the world and would learn that culture’s unique

characteristics as its own.

Since our cultural ways only exist in our minds, newer and more efficient ways of doing things
replace and become the new culture we teach future generations. Therefore, culture is
cumulative. An example of this is mathematics to which high school students are now exposed to
the same insights and solutions ancient Greek scholars struggled with. It is in this progress where
newer generations are learning more and more and where the past generations are being left
behind. This contributes to the distress and confusion of the elderly where the world they grew
up in is no longer present. This is also known as culture shock, or the event that many people
experience when they move to a different country. Culture shock is merely a removal or
distortion of many of the familiar cues one sees at home and the substitution for them of other

cues which are unfamiliar.

Culture does not continuously accumulate though. New cultural traits are added while older ones
that are not applicable anymore are discarded. The rate at which cultural change is present, while
never being static, varies amongst cultures. Considering that culture controls behavior in deep

and persisting ways, some cultures are more hesitant to accept cultural change while others
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welcome it. These changes in culture are attributed to innovation, technology and the diffusion of

other cultures into their own.
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2.1.2 The Basis of Culture

Based upon Edward T. Hall’s book, The Silent Language (1959), there are several separate kinds
of human activity that make up his “Primary Message System.” This Primary Message System is

a concrete set of criteria that a culture is composed of, and they are:

1 — Interaction

Interaction’s basis stems from organisms on a basic cellular level to humans. To interact with the
environment is to live, and to fail is to die. An example of interaction on a more sophisticated
level is speech. This entails a tone of voice as well as gestures in order to communicate with
other people. It is our adaptation to the environment and the need to survive in which all else

grows.

2 — Association

Association is the natural hierarchy or recognizable patterns that all living things arrange
themselves. These patterns persist over long periods of time and are only modified in cases of
environmental change. Some examples of these patterns are schools of fish, packs of dogs, herds
of livestock, etc. Social classes are the patterns in which humans arrange themselves. These
patterns are very evident in the military where higher ranking officers have different ways of

talking and acting in front of individuals of lesser rank.

3 — Subsistence

The need for food, or nutritional requirements, goes back to the beginning of life. Humans can
still be classified today by what they eat and how they go about getting this food. Included in

subsistence is not only how people are classified by diet but also that society’s economic

34



characteristics, or how that particular economy survives. An example of this would be the socio
and economical differences between how a lower class individual would provide for his/her
family compared to an upper class individual and the taboos associated with it. Furthermore,
Americans do not have a problem working with their hands and do not see it as being of lesser
status, in contrast to Latin America, where working with your hands is considered lower class,

reserved for those without an education.

4 — Bisexuality

In order to overcome environmental changes and populate successfully, bisexuality is best
described as the process in which a variety of genetic backgrounds can be created. Without sex,
only one genetic line is followed and maintains one set of characteristics. With the world’s
population fast approaching 7 billion, genetic variations and possibilities are almost endless.
Within these variations are the characteristics that make every human unique, i.e. physical build,
physical traits, health, behavioral attributes, etc. It is from this in which our behavior progresses
and is evident between societies. This would include gender roles, concepts of masculinity and

femininity and proper age for sexual maturity.

5 — Territoriality

“Territoriality is the technical term used by the ethnologist to describe the taking possession, use,
and defense of territory on the part of living organisms” (Hall, 1959, 44). With the world’s
population growing rapidly, the balance of space and life is one of utmost importance. While
most people think of hunting or breeding grounds for wildlife as the definition of territory,

people everyday exhibit signs of territoriality. Some examples of this would be the route
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policemen follow, designated areas for salesman, property lines, etc. This instinctive will to

defend and manage our space is one of the essential components of life.

6 — Temporality

Temporality is the cycles and rhythms in which we operate everyday. From biological rhythms,
like our heart beat, to societal rhythms, such as the way we work from 9 to 5 (in Western
culture), these patterns date back to our ancestral times. These cycles also expand into the ways
societies separate their age groups into different segments, e.g. grade levels in schools,

classifying someone as middle-aged or elderly, etc.

7 — Learning & Acquisition

Associated first with the bodies adaptation for environmental change, these changes first started
on a biological level and then on to a psychological level. This adaptive mechanism started to
flourish when language originated. Instead of action being required to learn a task, language
bridged the gap for faster learning. The rate of which different societies learn and how they go
about teaching varies all over the world. “This is because, in the process of learning they have
acquired a long set of tacit conditions and assumptions in which learning is embedded” (Hall,
1959, 47). It is because of these preset conditions and assumptions that learning to learn
differently is key when understanding different cultures. It is from the way we learn that our

culture is shaped, reflective of our understandings and thought process.

8 — Play

Play is closely interwoven into all of the cultural criteria. As there are times and places for play,

play is also intimately related to learning. Some games, like chess and checkers, are almost
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entirely a function of a specific type of intellectual development. Although not apparent, play
also exists in the military with their “war games”. The purpose of this is to use humor to hide or

protect any vulnerabilities that may come up, making their mistakes a learning opportunity.

Competition is also considered to be an aspect of play. While different cultures have different
types of competitions, the underlying goal is the same: to teach the individuals playing key
aspects of that culture’s morals, values, etc. This lighthearted atmosphere when playing games

seems to mask the learning aspect, making learning ‘natural’ and effortless.

9 — Defense

In humans and animals a fight or flight mentality is extremely important. Much like fish school
together to confuse predators or a rattlesnake shakes his tail as a warning, humans have also
established defensive techniques. Such examples as complex warfare, religion, medicine and
judicial organizations have been established to defend us from those outside our society, within
our society and as well as ourselves. The degree in which we value and rank the importance of
these defense methods varies across every culture. For instance, the Navajo regard medicine,
entertainment, sports and science all as religious activities, as to where American culture has

almost completely compartmentalized religion from all other social functions.

10 — Exploitation (Use of Materials)

In order to exploit the environment all organisms adapt their bodies to match their conditions. An
example of this would be Darwin’s research and the different variations of the same species of
animals he found all while living in close proximity of each other. This variation was of course
due to the different environments on the islands and the resources present. Early humans on the
other hand had taken a different approach and began making tools. These tools have evolved
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over time, such as: currency, transportation, TVs, phones, computers, etc. Tools are essentially
an extension of our hands and are extremely important in the learning process, as well as serving
as visual aids for our language. The process of learning how to use these tools is thought to be

the origin of language, one individual teaching another how to use the tool properly.

In summary it is important to note that culture is not defined by just one of these traits. All of
these traits make up the different cultures around the world, just in varying levels of interaction.
It is also important to add that these traits all go back to the beginning of human life, that these
traits are deeply embedded in ourselves on a biological level. This storage of traits, language and
technology translates into knowledge and then is effectively passed from one generation to the

next.
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2.1.3 Cultural Influence

3/4|5]6

fig. 3

1 — Individual

2 — Family

3 — Community

4 — Local

5 — National

6 — Human (Universal)

As shown by the diagram, culture starts on an individual level and works its way out to universal
norms. Being products of our society, we are all influenced culturally on multiple levels, the
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most influential being our individual and family culture. Here our values, rituals, heroes and

symbols are established, passing along our ancestral ways as well as the evolution of new ideas.

Layers of Influence

fig. 4
1 — Values
2 — Rituals
3 — Heroes
4 — Symbols
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1 — Values

Values are the center piece of culture and are the assumptions of which can be the basis for
ethical action. Values are typically broken down into two categories: Personal Values and
Cultural Values. According to Hall (1959), personal values are those in which are imprinted on
us in the beginning stages of our lives, typically from birth to 21. These personal values are our
internal voice which dictates right from wrong. These values in turn affect our behavior and how
we interact with society. Without these values there would be no cultural reference against which

to measure the virtue of individual values and would prohibit culture from forming.

The second category, cultural values, are those that the individual experiences living in different
societies. Different societies demonstrate their own unique cultures. This entails the basic laws
for governing the people, social norms and expectations, the degree to which individuals value
certain ideas and objects, etc. Being a part of society, in a positive or neutral role, requires a

degree of conformity in which these cultural values stem from.

2 — Rituals

Rituals are a particular form of behavior demonstrated by individual societies that demonstrate
their traditions, past and heritage. Derived from the Latin word, Ritualis, ritual means that which
pertains to rite. Rituals are typically a proven way of doing something or practiced customs in
the individual society. In a study by Victor Turner (2013), Turner describes what rituals

encompass:

"A ritual is a stereotyped sequence of activities involving gestures, words, and
objects, performed in a sequestered place, and designed to influence preternatural
entities or forces on behalf of the actors' goals and interests. Rituals may be

41



seasonal, hallowing a culturally defined moment of change in the climatic cycle
or the inauguration of an activity such as planting, harvesting, or moving from
winter to summer pasture; or they may be contingent, held in response to an
individual or collective crisis. Contingent rituals may be further subdivided into
life-crisis ceremonies, which are performed at birth, puberty, marriage, death, and
so on, to demarcate the passage from one phase to another in the individual's life-
cycle, and rituals of affliction, which are performed to placate or exorcise
preternatural beings or forces believed to have afflicted villagers with illness, bad
luck, gynecological troubles, severe physical injuries, and the like. Other classes
of rituals include divinatory rituals; ceremonies performed by political authorities
to ensure the health and fertility of human beings, animals, and crops in their
territories; initiation into priesthoods devoted to certain deities, into religious
associations, or into secret societies; and those accompanying the daily offering of

food and libations to deities or ancestral spirits or both."

From Turner’s description it is clear that these rituals come forth first on a family level and then
a community and local level. Rituals are presented to individuals as soon as birth, the same as
values, to begin grooming us to interact successfully with our family and also society. It is these
rituals that set us apart from others and also pass down traditions from our ancestors. As
mentioned before, culture is ever evolving, in which these passed down rituals and traditions

slowly change over time, shaping and bringing forth new cultures.
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3 — Heroes

Heroism, the act of heroic conduct as exhibited in fulfilling a higher purpose or attaining a noble
end, dates back to the ancient Greeks. Greek culture extensively used mythology to inspire and
serve as moral examples. Heroes and heroines were commonly described as characters who in
the face of danger, adversity or from a position of weakness, display courage and the will for
self-sacrifice for the greater good of all humanity. Although these stories are mainly used in an
educational setting, heroes and heroines still serve as a major influence on culture today. The
heroes of today do are not half-god half-man, but are the athletes, musicians, world leaders and

other influential individuals that strive for perfection and the greater good of humanity.

"Y ou must admit that the genesis of the great man depends on the long series of complex
influences which has produced the race in which he appears, and the social state into which that
race has slowly grown....Before he can remake his society, his society must make him"(Spencer,

2005).

Spencer’s quote illustrates that there is a long line of influences instilled upon an individual
while being raised, in which these influences have a great effect on how the individual will
behave and what they will in turn contribute to society. It is important to continue these stories of
heroism and have positive heroes while growing up to demonstrate to the individual that they
have the power within to succeed. This power of choice is what leads ordinary individuals to

strive to become heroes, thus bettering humanity.

4 — Symbols

Symbols are an object, act or sound having cultural significance and in its capacity excite or
warrant a response. An example of this would be a stop sign. Even with the word “Stop”
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removed, a red octagon remains and still causes the individual to recognize the symbol for stop.

Other examples of symbols specific to each culture are gestures, colors, clothes, art, etc.

“Human cultures use symbols as a means to express their specific ideology, social structures,
and to represent characteristics of their specific culture. Thus, symbols carry different meaning
depending upon one’s cultural background. The meaning of a symbol is not inherent in the

symbol itself, but is culturally learned” (Womack, 2005).

It is important to note that symbols are learned and since specific cultures dictate what their
symbols mean, most symbols are not universal thus differentiating cultures even more. The study
of these symbols, or the unwritten language, will be the basis of discussion and analysis in the

following chapter on semiotics.
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2.1.4 The Self-Awareness of Culture

From being raised in the same culture and never experiencing cultures outside our own, most
people are unaware of their cultural traits. Their way of life seems natural to them and only when
they meet someone of different culture do they recognize the differences. It is common for
people to think highly of their own culture, known as ethnocentrism, and look down upon or
criticize other cultures. One example of this is the way American or European women dress
compared to the Muslim culture. Muslim societies think American and European women project
themselves as immoral and immodest while their own women are covered head to toe, in their

minds a display of modesty and conservatism.

Putting aside this ethnocentrism and adopting a cultural relativity approach is the only way to
effectively experience someone else’s culture, that is, trying to learn and interpret the various
aspects of that culture rather than comparing it to our own. This approach is very useful for
diplomats and world leaders in understanding where other cultures are coming from for different
issues as well as their own culture. The research of the selected culture, outlined later on, will
also take this approach of cultural relativity in order to achieve the best possible outcome and

understanding.

Culture is relative. “When people are born the world doesn’t exist in an absolute sense, but just a
model of reality” (Davis, 2009). What Davis means by this is that when a person in born into the
world they are born into a predetermined culture, made in part by the family and community.
This newborn will never know of other cultures, other than reading about them or perhaps from
world travels in the future, and is thus a product of his or her society. When studying and

observing other cultures a degree of ethnocentrism takes over and makes us skeptical of cultures
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we find less appealing. It is important to understand that these other cultures are not failed
attempts, but rather just other ways of being and doing. While we all exist in this world in the
present, these thousands of different cultures reflect varying realities of how to see the world

differently and live in it.
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2.1.5 High & Low Context Cultures

Culture has many different functions in an individual’s life, one of which is to serve as a barrier
between the individual and the outside world. This barrier designates what we pay attention to
and what we ignore, thus separating and distinguishing the numerous cultures around the world.
The ultimate purpose of this barrier is to protect the individual from an information overload. An
example of this overload would be culture shock when visiting a foreign culture or a situation in
which an individual has too many daily events going on and mentally breaks down. The way to
effectively process this information is to delegate and establish priorities. In other words, by
eliminating and simplifying the information given to us, we reduce the amount of stress on our

minds and can now effectively operate in the world around us.

The difference between high context and low context is the degree and amount of detail in
communication. High context communication is when most of the information is either in the
situation at hand or internalized in the person while very little detail is expressed through words.
This would involve a higher degree of knowing the surroundings and knowing that individual on
a deep personal level. An example of this would be the way twins talk to each other. They speak
vaguely to each other because they know each other’s intellectual limits. In other words, high
context communication is economical, fast and efficient. Low context communication is the
opposite where numerous numbers details are included through words because the individuals
involved have little understanding of their surroundings or each other. An example of this would

be the way a lawyer speaks in court, lawyer to lawyer and lawyer to jury.

“The level of context determines everything about the nature of the communication and is the

foundation on which all subsequent behavior rests (including symbolic behavior)” (Hall, 1959).
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This means that high and low context cultures, and those in between, all deal with information
differently. It is in this processing of information that their behavioral traits and actions reflect
their thought process. This range of context also encompasses the way cultures react internally,
native to native, and externally, native to foreigner. While high context cultures ultimately rely
on past knowledge and are harder to adapt and change, lower context cultures show the opposite
characteristics and can be changed easily and quickly. An example of this would be the rate at
which technology changes versus the rate in which religion changes. Technology is low context
in that it is not deeply rooted to the past and is susceptible to rapid change, whereas religion is

high context and has a deep history and slowly, if at all, evolves.

Culture in America

To understand the current culture of America one must go to the beginning of how culture is
learned in America. Edward Hall’s (1959) research and observations state that there are three

types of ways people learn. They are formal, informal and technical.

Formal is in general a black and white approach. The teacher will verbally respond to the student
with either “yes, that is correct” or “no, this is the correct way to do this.” The learner tries,

makes a mistake and is corrected.

Informal is learning by observation, usually out of awareness. An example of this would be a
parent telling a child “Don’t ask questions, look around and see what people are doing.” This

process basically mirrors what others are doing, a self-teaching process.

Lastly, technical learning emphasizes the knowledge and skill of the teacher. Usually there is a
set of instructions created by the teacher and they are given to the student to perform. These
instructions have been previously reviewed and logically thought out in order to achieve the
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expected results from the student. An example of this would be how the military teaches and

instructs its recruits.

America’s learning process is an informal one, in which we do not invest in tradition with the
same emphasize as other cultures do. Formal cultures are more likely to be influenced by the past
than they are by the present or future. As a result of our informal learning process and low
context culture in America, the rate of change in which our society evolves will likely lead to
instability and ultimately an information overload. This increased complexity will move us to
seek a more stable model in the future, one of a high context culture. When we will arrive at this
understanding is uncertain though as current conditions in America show no sign of slowing
down and still emphasize the need for change. America’s informal process has led us to ask

questions and place a greater emphasis on the future through our understanding of time.

The perception of time is an important aspect of how our nation was shaped and continues to
operate. Time is so thoroughly integrated and learned early on in American culture it is treated as
though it were the only natural and logical way of organizing life. “As a rule, Americans think of
time as a road or a ribbon stretching into the future, along which one progresses” (Hall, 1959).
Time in America is compartmentalized and viewed as extremely precious, to waste it is viewed
as impractical and irresponsible. In other words American culture has made time tangible, an
example of this is the scheduling of meetings. It is common courteousy to arrive early to a
meeting in that this translates to being respectful and responsible. Other cultures do not keep
time as in high regard as we do, such as some Latin countries. Here having a five minute delay is
not significant and it is not uncommon to wait past 45 minutes for a meeting and is still
considered acceptable. I believe that America’s obsession with time and the future is due to the

fact that we are a relatively young country in origin when compared to Middle Eastern and Asian
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cultures which are thousands of years old. Here “a long time” means centuries as American’s
y

associate “a long time” with 15 to 20 years.

“But in the realm of business, which is the dominant model of United States life,
tradition is equated with experience, and experience is thought of being very close
to if not synonymous with know-how. Know-how is one of our prized
possessions, so that when we look backward it is rarely to take pleasure in the past
itself but usually to calculate the know-how, to assess the prognosis for success in

the future” (Hall, 1959).

While America’s techniques of learning and obsession with time have no doubt attributed to the
infrastructure for this nation and given us so many positive characteristics such as our ingenuity,
pride, generosity, etc., it has also led to this nation’s views of only seeing in black and white and
makes it almost impossible for the country to do any long term planning. Due again to the fact
that Americans quantify time and to fail to do so is unthinkable. Another characteristic of how
America sees time is our natural tendency to try and link events together. Conversely, events that

are too spaced out by time make it difficult for us to connect these events together in our minds.

Variety is another concept Americans use to distinguish time intervals, i.e. a short duration and a
long duration, or a long duration and a very long duration. Remaining stagnant is to be
considered wasteful, where as in Japanese culture “just sitting there” is still considered to be
doing something. We not only look for this variety or movement in our occupations, careers and
hobbies but in also our materials things. An example of this is our meal scheduling. Most
Americans cannot say what they will have for dinner in three days let alone a year from now

while other cultures know what they will be having because they have it everyday without
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change. For Americans it is a matter of importance to have variety. With our economy fixated on
growth, variety is viewed to be the only way to keep our industry expanding. Regardless of
technology, our culture’s simple understanding that wasting time is deemed unforgivable drives

us as a nation to want more variety and focus on the future.

It is because of our cultural upbringing with time and the emphasis of importance we put on it
does our vision of current events diminish. The American concept of time prohibits the
individual from seeing the larger picture and alienates us from ourselves. If we were to take a
step back and try to take all the events in on a wider sense, we would possibly find a more

meaningful and accepting approach to living our lives.
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2.1.6 Culture in Design

Culture in design can be seen in every product. While designers might be unaware that any
cultural aspects are being implemented into their design, the designer’s upbringing and
experiences in his or her own culture are subconsciously being reflected into the creation of the
product. These reflections could be from the way they are taught to conduct research or their
thought process to the technology prevalent in their society. “As a result, many of our activities
are determined by the technologies we use, such as the automobile, computer, cell phone, train or
airplane, or by the need to interact smoothly with other countries and cultures across the world.
Once the technology determines the activity, the influence of culture dissipates” (Norman, 2012).
Norman suggests that because of the standards of uniformity and that technology is the same all

over the world that the technology is actually dictating how things are designed.

While there might be “set” guidelines for doing things, it is left to the designer to incorporate his
or her own processes for implementing culture. It seems there is a sense of leaving the things the
way they are and not challenging the process or simply making small changes. This might be due
to the overwhelming movement of globalization and the presence of the media (advertisements,
branding, etc.). Of course this hasn’t been a change that has occurred over night, initially

beginning with the spread of connectivity across the globe.

The amount of this cultural influence will vary though throughout each product. For products
with global production in mind, less cultural influence will be noticeable. An example of this
would be a television or cell phone. Here the product is assumed to be used the same way as the

designer’s culture, therefore little change in the design will be needed to meet the needs of
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multiple cultures. Mass production of these global products is also a factor in that small changes

cannot be typically implemented or production numbers and efficiency will fall.

While it is more feasible to produce stronger culturally influenced products in smaller numbers,
obviously since global production is not a goal, it is also important to note that globally mass

produced items could lead to the degradation of cultures around the world.

“It is important to distinguish mass-produced, industrial design from crafts.
Crafts reflect centuries or millennia of customs and behavior, and as a result,
items produced by craftspeople are apt to be close fits to the demands of the
culture. But the subtitle of the marvelous book by Ranjan and Ranjan of the
National Institute of Design in Ahmedabad, India, Crafts of India: Handmade in
India, indicates the reason for this distinction. The critical word is "Handmade."
Handmade crafts reflect the needs of the people for whom they are crafted. Mass-
produced products are intended for use by millions of people around the world”

(Norman, 2012).

The role of an industrial designer is to create a product that meets the needs of an individual and
can be successfully manufactured for mass production. In other words, production for as many
individuals in a target market as possible. This in itself seems to contradict designing for a
specific culture, unless of course the product is for a specific culture. To reach as many as
possible tends to set aside cultural differences and focus more on the individual as a human in
general or an anthropometrical point of view. While it is important to focus on these
anthropometrical studies, a balance needs to be implemented to ensure that the globalization of a

product does not have negative cultural effects.

53



Simply assuming that all cultures use the same products in identical fashion is ignorant, though
these thoughts could be unintentional in that most people are unaware that their subconscious
cultural traits affect the way they operate and think in everyday life. As unintentional as they
may be, being aware of the effects of globalization need to be a staple in the design process in
order to keep cultures around the world intact. Globalization has given other cultures easy access
to view how other cultures are “supposedly” living, “supposedly” because the images and
thoughts they are viewing are projected from the media, not the majority of the population. It is

important to remember who is sending the message and what the message actually contains.
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2.2 Semiotics Overview

2.2.1 ldentifying Culture through Semiotics

Originally from Greek origin, s€meiotikos is the observation of signs, or a more modern
definition being the general philosophical theory of signs and symbols that deals especially with
their function in both artificially constructed and natural languages, while being comprised of
syntactics, semantics, and pragmatics. Separated into these three areas, syntactics, semantics and
pragmatics, Hall (1959) states that semiotics ultimately reveals the hidden meaning behind why
cultures have specific characteristics, i.e. their actions, beliefs, tools, etc. It is in these hidden
rules that cultures are unknowingly bound, until one realizes these boundaries through educating
one’s self. Chandler (2013) goes on to describe these three areas to their basic definition, they

arc:

Syntactics is the formal relations between signs and symbols, more specifically the way they deal
with the rules that govern how words are combined to form words and phrases. An example of

this would be the way sentences are structured.

Semantics is the relationship between signs and the things to which they refer or their meaning.
Another example of this would be words, phrases, signs and symbols and what they stand for,
their denotation. Most commonly used to describe a misunderstanding of word selection,
semantics have long been the source of many problems with communication between different
cultures. Not only does semantics include the denotation of words but also how they sound, the
facial expressions involved with the word and body language. In the written language this would

encompass paragraph structure and punctuation.
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Pragmatics is the study of the relationship of the words in context to the user and environment in
which they are spoken. More specifically, pragmatics is the way in which people produce and
comprehend meanings through language. An example of this would be the way an individual
talks in certain social settings. Knowing what is socially acceptable to talk about, and what isn’t,
shows how the individual understands the environment and the appropriate time to talk about
certain topics. Thus revealing specific characteristics of that culture, for this particular example

social standing, social taboos, etc.
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2.2.2 ldentifying Cultures through Patterns

Within each culture are patterns that remain constant and define one culture against another.
There are thousands of patterns, such as behavior, linguistics, temporality as described
previously, that define what a culture is and how it acts. It is within these patterns that specific
cultural characteristics arise. In order to be a pattern the set of actions must be a meaningful

arrangement shared by a group.

Patterns are only meaningful when broken down on their own level. An example of this would
be the way a mechanic sees a car as compared to the way an everyday individual sees a car.
While the individual might just see the brand and color, an experienced mechanic will see and
notice other details such as engine noise, tire size, alignment, suspension, horsepower, how to
assemble and disassemble interior panels, diagnostics, paint condition, computer settings and
tuning. It is obvious that there are quite a few more details that go into a car but only seen by an
experienced mechanic. It is through these patterns which enable individuals of a group to see the
same thing and this is what separates one group from others. Also important to note is that
patterns are anchored when they are being learned and remain forever after in the behavior of

groups and institutions.

As described before by Hall (1959) with the three types of learning, the three types of patterns

are the same: formal, informal and technical.
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Formal Patterns

Like the right and wrong way to do things in formal education, formal patterns consist of two
known ways to complete actions. An example of this in American culture would be that when we
are happy we laugh and when we are sad we cry. To Americans these actions are not questioned
in this context and are considered natural. In Japanese culture laughter might mean a completely
different thing, embarrassment in this case. Formal boundaries are well known amongst
individuals of the same culture and as long as they are not violated there is a good amount of
variation allowed. It is from these formal patterns in which our decisions and future actions are
determined and also explains why individuals are so resistant to change because of the past

notions they have towards the right way and the wrong way of doing something.

Informal Patterns

Gathered and learned from observation, informal patterns are the most difficult to be aware of.
These patterns exist in the individual on a subconscious level and are only noticed when
something is out of place. They are either familiar and comfortable or unfamiliar and wrong.
These patterns can be quickly learned and brought to awareness though when they are put into
words since they have already been acquired unknowingly by individuals of the same culture. An
example of this in American culture is the way we talk about time informally. “I’ll be there in a
minute.” or “It’ll take years to do that.” doesn’t actually mean a minute or years, just an
exaggeration of how long it will actually take. These informal phrases and actions only work
within cultures because of the unconscious understanding individuals have of these phrases and
actions in context with the other individual. The context in which the word is used reveals its

associated pattern.
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Technical Patterns

Technical patterns are typically spelled out. Like technical learning, these patterns are concrete
and rigid. An example of this would be that there are 365 % days in a year and even broken down
more so into the different types of years. Technical patterns are usually described as scientific

understanding.

According to Hall’s research, these patterns are bound by known three laws: order, selection and

congrucnce.

Order

Order is present in all cultures from sentence structure to social order such as birth order and
order of arrival. Some examples of this order might be the order in which meals are served,
breakfast, lunch and dinner, as well as the order in which we expect service at a restaurant.
Typically in America the first one to sit at a table receives the first service where as in other
cultures the order of service is decided on social standing or that individual’s level of
importance. It is important to understand that all societies will order the people, or the situation,

or the station in life but not all three at the same time.

Selection

Like culture, selection changes over time. This selection controls the combinations of sets that
can be used together. An example of this is when we say a girl or an apple. There is no logic to
selection it just exists at certain times throughout different situations. Another example of this
would be the way the English drive on the left side of the road while Americans drive on the

right or how fashion has changed over the years for men and women. Like the order of meals,
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selection is also a part of the pattern. This would include what each meal consists of and the
variances of these foods geographically. For instance an American southern breakfast might

consist of biscuits and gravy while an Irish breakfast might contain blood sausage, potatoes and

eggs.

While playing a major part in the patterns of social relations around the world in a variety of
ways, it is easiest to determine if selection applies by noting if there is something bound to
something else by custom when any number of other items could logically serve the same

function. However, once this selection has been chosen in culture it is arbitrarily binding.

Congruence

While order and selection have to do with the patterning of sets, congruence is considered to do
with the patterns of patterns. This congruence is what most people try to achieve in life, an
agreeable and consistent quality of state. An example of the lack of congruence in certain
cultures is the borrowed architecture from the Greeks, specifically how their columns and their
intricate detail show up on modern mansions today. The issue is that one culture only takes the
sets and not the patterns from the other culture, thus the lack of congruence. While people strive
for this congruence, perfect congruence is seldom achieved. “True artistry exists when
congruence is so high that everything appears simple and easy, when it communicates so clearly
that people wonder why they didn’t say it themselves” (Hall, 1959). This perfect congruence
seems to exist when the object of examination is made clear of miscommunication and nothing
comes between what is being communicated and the audience. Underlining this need for

congruence is the basic need fo