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When I first proposed the concept of Cultural Humility in a small publication of 

Antioch University in 1991 and then in other papers and speeches, the intensely 

global world of the 21st century was yet to become a full reality impacting all aspects 

of our lives.  In those pieces I was striving to capture the profound experience of the 

more than 120,000 Returned Peace Corps Volunteers, myself included.  What was 

transformative in our lives as Volunteers and afterwards? Why did we sense a 

special bond with each other and the world beyond the United States, having for the 

most part served in only one country for about two years?  Many others had 

traveled overseas to study, many to work in U.S. based companies or the U.S. 

government.  Yet I suspected from my own experience and those of many other 

Volunteers I had spoken to, and reflecting on my professional training as a social 

psychologist, that there was something special and different in the Peace Corps 

experience. This difference was extremely important for our society, and maybe the 

world, to fully understand and try to recreate in other less intense and risky settings 

than those common to Peace Corps Volunteers. 

 

One of the sad realities of people growing up in culturally homogeneous settings is 

that it is easy to gain a sense of superiority of our way of life and a tendency to judge 
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cultural differences with others as indicating a sense that they are somehow lesser 

than us.  This is most often unintentional and not conscious but it is also too often 

obvious in our behaviors and private feelings.  One need go no further than 

watching a American tourist trying to seek information in a non-English speaking 

country by talking louder and louder as if the volume of speech will change the 

intelligibility of what he is requesting from the non-English speaking person.  The 

frustration of the American too often leads to his feeling that the native speaker is 

not very smart and should have understood him.  Often these encounters are 

avoided because English is spoken so widely—a blessing for which Americans 

should be grateful. 

 

But this tendency to judge language, cultural, religious and behavioral difference as 

indicators of the others’ intelligence, human values, and even dignity is all too 

common and creates serious problems within the U.S. as well as in our relationships 

with other cultures and societies. We are, and increasingly will be, dealing with 

people from other societies—and in the U.S.-- whose behavior and cultural 

perspectives are quite different from those in Western Europe and the United States 

and, sometimes, whose religions are based on very different conceptions of life than 

our Judeo-Christian traditions. People who speak a different mother tongue and 

who “look” different may very well be different in how they approach the world.  

 

Our ignorance of other cultures goes far beyond our inability to speak foreign 

languages. We are often equally ignorant of the cultural mores, religious beliefs and 
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practices of these nations. This culturally arrogant perspective feeds the way we 

educate people and the way we perceive people from other cultures. 

 

I am not proposing that we are the only culturally arrogant society. It seems that in 

this attribute we have much in common with too many other societies. Such 

cultural arrogance is not a healthy perspective in a global community; it breeds 

distrust and defensiveness. It surely does not create the potential for peace.  A 

healthier and more productive perspective, I believe, would be based on a sense of 

cultural humility. 

 

What created a sense of cultural humility among the overwhelming majority of 

Peace Corps Volunteers? What differentiated our experience from those of so many 

others who have traveled overseas and even studied and worked for extended 

periods of time in other countries?  And what can we learn about developing a sense 

of cultural humility in others? 

 

I believe there are at least four important factors that were critical.  First Peace 

Corps Volunteers served under the supervision of host country nationals as well as 

in community settings that required them to learn new sets of behaviors and ways 

of perceiving in order to be successful—even survive—in performing their work.  

These new survival skills challenged the comfort of their well-learned ways of acting 

in the United States.  In many ways, they developed a new sense of identity that is 

commonly found in people from minority cultures in the U.S.—the language and 
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style of behaving that is practiced when dealing with the white dominant culture vs. 

that which occurs when dealing with one’s own ethnic group.   

 

A second important factor was that because we volunteered to serve in another 

culture, we committed ourselves to learn the language and culture as quickly and 

deeply as we could. We were focused on learning how to communicate with native 

speakers and how to function in a new culture—and eat some interesting food. 

 

A third important factor was a commitment to serving others.  While serving others 

can lead one to feel a sense of superiority over those needing help, the sense of 

service that permeated the Peace Corps was not that of an expert but of a partner; 

being part of the others’ culture and community rather than being apart from them. 

 

A fourth factor was that each Volunteer was part of a larger group that shared a 

common venture to serve in another culture.  We were not alone as Peace Corps 

Volunteers. We might have felt frustrated and wondered about what we were 

getting into but we knew others were also struggling and that gave us the strength 

to continue our integration into the new culture and take physical risks.  In effect, 

we were being resocialized in terms of our behaviors, perceptual cues and even our 

feelings. We also knew that we were part of a larger mission called the Peace Corps 

and that there were support staff in-country who would serve as a safety net if we 

really got in trouble.  In many ways, it is my sense that most Volunteers felt as if they 

had a mythical shield placed over their bodies that protected them from disease and 
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misfortune, a feeling similar to journalists who enter war zones, even though we 

were often on our own and we also knew that the shield did not always work. 

 

The result of these experiences was that Volunteers identified with friends and 

colleagues who did not share American ways of expressing personal emotions, 

norms regarding appropriate behavior, or meaning of individual and group pride. 

We learned and internalized the fact that people from other societies view their own 

culture as valid as we do ours and must be respected for doing so. And, volunteers 

realized that effective human interaction requires people to appreciate and respect 

the similarities and differences in cultural perspectives.  

 

A most interesting aspect of cultural humility is its transferability to experience 

from one culture to another. Having questioned the primacy of our own culture and 

understood the validity of another’s culture, we enter a new cultural setting in a 

learning and listening mode. We listen to verbal and non-verbal expressions for the 

cultural and non-cultural substantive differences. We don’t make assumptions about 

our ability to automatically understand another; rather we assume that we may be 

ignorant of what is really being communicated and, therefore, ask questions that 

attempt to clarify what is really meant and expected.  We ask questions and listen to 

answers. Cultural humility means making physical and verbal approaches in a 

humble manner, allowing hosts to direct us in appropriate behavior. A perspective 

based on cultural humility allows us to acknowledge that the potential for 
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miscommunication and misunderstanding is great and this reality must be 

continually respected. 

 

Cultural humility can foster cross-cultural communication in any language because 

each person feels respected; we do not judge our culture (or theirs) as superior to 

the other, we do not evaluate another culture but understand, accept and respect it. 

Sometimes different cultural perspectives may conflict with one another, yet they 

can be respected and seen as legitimate.  

 

In effect, an individual who has a well developed sense of cultural humility 

continually holds two or more different and possibly conflicting cultural 

perspectives as equally legitimate, and understands that the resulting tension must 

be accepted (and seen as desirable) if effective relationships are to develop between 

individuals and groups that have such differences. This “creative” tension accepts 

the validity of different and revered cultural traditions and perspectives and 

understands the need to bridge these differences by respecting them, respecting the 

individuals involved and seeking a means for effective interaction and 

communication. Cultural humility is a distinctive and desirable way of thinking and 

knowing about cultural differences and, I believe, successful cross-cultural 

communication can only occur with cultural humility.  

 

On the 25th anniversary of the Peace Corps in 1965, Bill Moyers one of our foremost 

social commentators and one of the founders of the Peace Corps, eloquently 
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summed up the deepest meaning of the Peace Corps and, in so doing, a conception of 

cultural humility.   

 

We knew from the beginning that the Peace Corps was not an  

agency, program or mission. Now we know -- from those  

who lived and died for it -- that it is a way of being in the world.  

It  is a very conservative notion, because it holds dear the ground  

of one's own being -- the culture and customs that give meaning to  

life -- but it is revolutionary for respecting the ground revered by 

others.  This is the new politics and the new patriotism that may  

yet save this fragmented and dispirited age, and it is the gift  

[the Volunteers] gave us. 
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