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ABSTRACT — The categorization of world cultures into binary oppositions —high-contact vs. low-contact, individualism vs.
collectivism—has long influenced applied linguistics in general and language teaching methodologies in particular. However, in
today's globally digitalized and interconnected world, these frameworks appear increasingly far from adequate. The present
paper aims to critically look into the enduring reliance on such binary oppositions, contending that they are too much dependent
on essentialist assumptions that ignore intracultural diversity, gemerational change, and situational fluidity. Drawing upon
empirical studies, the study reveals how digital communication, migration, and transcultural exchanges have blurred traditional
cultural boundaries; for instance, new generations in supposedly "collectivist" societies tend to exhibit individualistic tendencies,
while "low-contact” cultures increasingly display greater comfort with collaborative digital interaction. The paper also touches
upon the inadequacies in Hofstede’s individualism-collectivism spectrum and Hall’s high/low-contact paradigm, mirroring their
inability to account for hybrid identities and contextual adaptability. Building on existing research literature, we advocate for a
fluid, dynamic, and non-essentialist approach to culture in language education—one that prioritizes situated practices over static
classifications. The paper concludes with recommendations for culturally responsive pedagogy, encouraging educators to move
beyond 'essentialism' and adopt more nuanced, adaptive strategies that are more compatible with the evolving realities of 21st-
century learners.
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1. Introduction

The role of culture in language teaching and learning has long
been a subject of extensive research and discussion. A key
area on interest within this field looks into the relationship
between cultural orientation and learners’ collaborative or
individualistic tendencies. Donato (2004) highlights the
interconnected nature of collaboration,
identity, demonstrating how learners’ socio-historical and

community, and

cultural backgrounds significantly influence the co-
construction of knowledge. Likewise, Villamil and Guerrero
(2006) contend that each learning setting is inseparable from
its unique socio-historical context, rendering collaborative
processes essentially context-dependent.

Traditionally, the study of culture has often been relied on
binary classifications—most notably, high-contact versus low-
contact cultures, and individualism versus collectivism
(Hofstede, 1980; Triandis, 1995). In the following paragraphs,
these notions of high-contact versus low-contact cultures and
individualism versus collectivism will be touched upon, and

then we will raise a question as to whether above-mentioned
their
digital

conventional cultural dichotomies have retained

continued relevance in the unprecedented

interconnectedness of today's world.
II. TRADITIONAL DICHOTOMIES

A. High-Contact vs. Low-Contact Cultures

The conventional dichotomy between high-contact and low-
contact cultures has been crucial in analyzing how cultural
norms influence communication styles in language learning
process. Hall (1976) proposed his foundational high-
context/low-context framework, which contrasts situational
and nonverbal cues from low-context cultures with explicit
and verbally direct styles in high-context cultures. This
framework has since been applied in applied linguistics to
investigate classroom dynamics, interactions, and pragmatic
competence development (Kumaravadivelu, 2008).

In high-contact cultures (e.g., Japan, Latin American, and
Middle Eastern societies), interpersonal communication has
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salient characteristics of shared contextual understanding,
nonverbal cues, and indirectness (Gudykunst & Ting-Toomey,
1988). Learners socialized in these environments, successful
comprehension is normally dependent upon interpreting
paralinguistic elements such as tone, silence, and implied
meaning rather than explicit verbal input. Such culturally
embedded communication norms may steer learners towards
inductive learning approaches, where meaning is inferred from
context rather than explicit rule-governed explanations
(Littlewood, 1999).

In contrast, low-contact cultures (e.g., Germany, Scandinavia,
the U.S.) emphasize verbal clarity, linearly structured
explanations, and directness in communication (Chen &
Starosta, 2005). Learners from these backgrounds may expect
explicit instructions, structured criterion-referenced feedback,
and a more transactional approach to classroom interactions.
Such differences can lead to mismatches in expectations
between teachers and students, particularly in multicultural
language classrooms (Merkin et al., 2014).

These cultural distinctions also manifest in classroom
participation patterns. High-contact learners may have a
preference for group-oriented activities, avoid confrontations
to maintain harmony, and display greater deference to teacher
as an authority, while low-contact learners may value
individual expression, debate, and learner-centred autonomy
(Hofstede, 1986). Understanding these dynamics is significant
for designing culturally adaptive pedagogical frameworks that

accommodate diverse interactional styles.

B. Individualism vs. Collectivism

Individualism vs. collectivism dichotomy has long served as a

well-known benchmark for analyzing cultures
numerous disciplines, notably applied linguistics, intercultural
communication, and social psychology (Gudykunst & Ting-
Toomey, 1988; Hofstede, 1986; Triandis, 1995). Gudykunst
and Ting-Toomey (1988) contend that
individualism/collectivism "is the major dimension of cultural
variability isolated by theorists across disciplines" (p. 40),
underscoring its centrality in cross-cultural research. This
binary classification hinges on whether a culture

predominantly emphasizes personal autonomy (individualism)

acCross

or group cohesion (collectivism), though contemporary
scholarship increasingly acknowledges that in most cultures
there is combination of both tendencies rather than absolute
polarization (Oyserman et al., 2002).

In individualistic cultures, personal and immediate family
interests are prioritized over collective obligations (Triandis,
1995). In these cultures, individuals see themselves as
autonomous agents, valuing self-expression, personal choice,
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and self-actualization (Markus & Kitayama, 1991).
Individualism is, in fact, epitomized in Triandis et al's (1988)
assertion that "the smallest unit of survival is the individual"
(p. 325), reinforcing the primacy of personal agency. This
perspective aligns with Western educational and workplace
practices that reward individual achievement and assertiveness
(Hofstede, 1986).

In contrast, collectivist cultural frameworks accentuate
interdependence, where individuals perceive themselves as
extensions of their in-groups—whether family, community, or
nation (Hofstede, 1986; Littlewood, 1999). According to
(1995), characterized by the
subordination of personal aspirations to collective welfare, a
tenet that strengthens social cohesion and solidarity but may
suppress individual dissent. Hofstede (1986) further
distinguishes the two orientations through the lens of social
integration: collectivist societies are "tightly integrated,"
whereas individualist societies are "loosely integrated" (p.
307). Littlewood (1999) succinctly captures this dichotomy by
framing individualism as "I"-centered and collectivism as
"We"-centered (p. 71).

Triandis collectivism is

The contrast between Western (individualist) and Eastern
(collectivist) cultural paradigms is particularly pronounced.
Kim (2002, as cited in Kumaravadivelu, 2008) explains that
European-American construct identity around
individuality, where "difference among people is obvious and
good," and behavior is attributed to internal traits rather than
social context (p. 15). In contrast, East Asian cultures, which
epitomize collectivism, define the self relationally, with
identity emerging from group membership and a "heightened
of the other" (Kim, 2002, as
Kumaravadivelu, 2008, p. 15). This divergence manifests in
communication patterns, conflict management strategies, and
pedagogical approaches, with collectivist cultures favoring
indirectness and harmony maintenance (Gudykunst & Ting-
Toomey, 1988).

cultures

awareness cited in

Geographically, whereas individualistic values tend to
dominate in North America, Northern and Western Europe,
collectivist orientations prevail across Asia, Africa, Latin
America, and the Pacific (Triandis et al., 1988). However,
scholars caution against overgeneralization, noting intra-
cultural variations due to globalization, urbanization, and
generational shifts (Oyserman et al., 2002). For example, due
to Western influence, younger generations in historically
collectivist societies (e.g., Japan, China) increasingly display
individualistic traits and characteristics (Zhang & Shavitt,
2003).

In applied linguistics, individualism vs. collectivism
dichotomy has given rise to investigations into three key areas:
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language socialization, pragmatic norms, and classroom
dynamics. For example, learners from collectivist
backgrounds may prefer collaborative learning, while those
from individualist cultures might prioritize self-directed study
(Hofstede, 1986). Such insights underscore the need for
culturally responsive pedagogy in multilingual settings
(Kumaravadivelu, 2008).

III. CHALLENGES TO BINARY
CLASSIFICATIONS

As stated above, culture and cultural norms have traditionally
been categorized based on essentialist interpretations in binary
terms—High-Contact  vs. Cultures &
collectivism versus individualism. However,
characterized by digitalization, globalization, and the rapid
flow of information, the validity of these rigid cultural
categorizations has come under scrutiny (Dervin, 2016;
Holliday, 1999).

Low-Contact
in an era

The classification of cultures into "high-contact" and "low-

contact" has been critiqued as overly deterministic,
highlighting its failure to account for intracultural diversity,
globalization, and contextual fluidity (Sorokowska et al.,
2021; Thompson et al., 2022). For example, while Japan is
often labeled "low-contact," younger generations' exhibit
increased comfort with touch in informal settings, influenced
by globalized media (Fujimura & Suzuki, 2020). Generational
shifts: Gen Z in Sweden (a "low-contact" culture) reports
higher touch tolerance than older cohorts, linked to social
media exposure (Bergman & Lindell, 2023). Second-
generation immigrants usually blend proxemic norms of their

heritage and host cultures (Lee & Ting-Toomey, 2022).

As for the binary of individualism vs. collectivism, the
dichotomy has been increasingly criticized for its
oversimplification and lack of empirical nuance (Oyserman et
al., 2002; Vignoles et al., 2016). Research demonstrates that
individuals can exhibit both individualistic and collectivistic
tendencies depending on context (Kashima et al., 2004). For
example, even in "collectivist" societies like Japan, personal
autonomy and self-expression are valued in certain domains
(Markus & Kitayama, 2010). Studies show that urbanization,
globalization, and education levels significantly influence
whether individuals prioritize personal goals or group
cohesion (Greenfield, 2009; Santos et al., 2017). Thus,
reducing cultural complexity to a rigid individualism-
collectivism binary risks perpetuating stereotypes rather than
capturing lived realities. A growing body of literature
advocates for a more fluid, situated approach to individualism
and collectivism (Vignoles et al., 2016). For instance, a person
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may prioritize individual achievement at work but uphold
collectivist values within family settings (Yamagishi et al.,
2008).

IV. CONCLUSION

In the present paper we critically examined the ongoing yet
increasingly problematic reliance on binary cultural
classifications—high-contact vs. low-contact cultures and
individualism vs. collectivism—in contemporary language
education. While these frameworks have historically provided
valuable insights into cultural norms and pedagogical
practices, their essentialist foundations fail to account for the
dynamic realities of today’s globalized world. Empirical
evidence underscores the limitations of these dichotomies,
revealing how digital communication, migration, and
generational shifts have blurred traditional boundaries. For
instance, younger generations in traditionally collectivist
societies now exhibit individualistic learning preferences
(Zhang & Shavitt, 2003), while "low-contact"
demonstrate greater comfort with collaborative digital
interaction (Bergman & Lindell, 2023). Such findings
challenge the static nature of cultural categories and highlight
the need for more nuanced frameworks.

cultures

The critical perspectives advanced in this paper align with
broader scholarly calls to move beyond essentialism (Dervin,
2016; Oyserman, 2017). By emphasizing intracultural
diversity, contextual fluidity, and hybrid identities—as seen in
the proxemic behaviors of second-generation immigrants (Lee
& Ting-Toomey, 2022) or the situational adaptability of
individuals (Yamagishi et al., 2008)—we advocate for a post-
essentialist model of culture in language education. This
model prioritizes situated practices over static classifications,
encouraging educators to adopt dynamic, flexible, and
culturally responsive pedagogies that reflect learners’ evolving
identities and interactional styles.
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