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Speaking culturally about 
personhood, motherhood and career* 

Michael Berry 

ABSTRACT 

This paper discusses some aspects of the 
interwoven relationship between the meanings of 
equality, responsibility, autonomylindependence and 
choice and the coding of identity among Finnish 
female students of business when they talk about 
personhood, motherhood and career. The Finnish 
speech produced by extensive classroom discussion 
about the speech of Joanna Kramer in the Oscar 
award-winning film Kramer versus Kramer (KVK) 
forms the basis for the discussion. The Finnish 
student coding of personhood (being) and sociation 
(being with) is compared with that of university­
educated, middle-class American women. As these 
women from two different cultures responded to a 
gender-related identity crisis and other critical 
incidents they used different cultural conceptions of 
personhood and sociation, and each of these 
conceptions of personhood and sociation positioned 
social identities of gender differently. These findings 
are based on one research experience and reflect 
one interpretation but they suggest the importance 
of developing ways to grapple with the relationship 
between gender, role and cultural ldentity. The 
Finnish and American female students spoke about 
the tension thai women experience when striving to 
be a "good" person, a "good" woman, a "good" 
mother and a "good" career person. These tensions 
exist in both societies but the talk about the nature 
of the problem and possible solutions were different. 

Alf my life l've felt like 
somebody's wife, somebody's 
mother, somebody's daughter 
... and that was why / had 
to go away to California. I 
think I found myself, and 
I got ajob 

Joanna Kramer in 
Kramer versus Kramer 

1 wish to thank Iiris Aaltio-Marjosola, Sarah Jacob­
son and an anonymous reviewer for helpful com­
ments, Donal Carbaugh for his lnsights on the eth­
nography of communication and cultural pragmat­
ics, Marjatta Nurmikari-Berry for ali the insights thai 
1 hava gained from living in Finland with a Finnish 
person who is also my wife, a mother and a career 
person, and my mother-in-law, Eila Nurmikari, who 
has provided a Finnish model of personhood for 
her grandsons. 

Why didn't she just go 
out and get a job? 

Finnish female student 
of business 

None of the Finns ever really 
understood what Joanna meant when 
she ta/ked about "finding herself." 

American female exchange 
student in Finland 

English is often used as an international lan­
guage when decisions are made in multinational 
organizations and academic research is report­
ed for global audiences. Native and non-native 
speakers of English often fail, however, to un­
derstand the extent to which they speak and lis­
ten culturally when using English. Often there is 
the appearance of carrying on a dialogue, e.g. 
on gender, with the same language and the same 
vocabulary while operating with different cultur­
ally defined concepts of identity. The conver­
gence across cultures of partially shared mean­
ing can easily distract attention from that which 
is not shared. The symbolic coding of meaning 
related to basic values that are taken for granted 
in one's own culture contributes to communica­
tion within that speech community but it also 
constitutes a hidden barrier to communication 
across cultures. 

This paper explores some aspects of how the 
cultural meanings of equality, responsibility, au­
tonomy/independence, and choice are interwo­
ven with the coding of identity among Finnish 
female students of business and the ways they 
talk about personhood, motherhood and career. 
The Finnish speech produced by extensive class­
room discussion about the speech of Joanna 
Kramer in the Oscar award-winning film Kramer 
versus Kramer (KVK) forms the basis for the dis­
cussion. The film tells a story about a family, a 
young couple, a young child, a divorce, a legal 
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battle for custody, and tension between the pull 
of family and workplace in a modern urban envi­
ronment. Many of the events in the film could be 
placed in another cultural setting but the mean­
ings attributed to the events, as well as to the 
explanations for persona! conduct, would vary 
from culture to culture. Joanna Kramer gives the 
same explanation for her conduct in each show­
ing of the film but each audience responds cul­
turally. 

Student responses to Joanna Kramer's identi­
ty crisis were also compared with responses to 
other exercises and social dramas. This approach 
provided examples of patterned cultural speech 
by the same persons across a variety of deci­
sion-making contexts. Here patterned cultural 
speech can be understood as coherent patterns 
of meaning in the responses of the same individ­
uals to a variety of decision-making contexts and 
patterns of meaning that were shared by most of 
the female students in this study. The voice of 
one Finnish female business student is used 
below to illustrate speech and views that were 
shared by most of the approximately fifty female 
business students who have participated in a 
broad range of exercises during the past seven 
years. The voice of Joanna Kramer serves to il­
lustrate cultural speech that resonates in parts 
of middle-class, university-educated American 
society (Philipsen, 1992) and was echoed by 
approximately fifteen American female exchange 
students during their extensive interaction with 
Finnish students. 

To understand Finnish speech as some mid­
dle-class, university-educated Finnish female 
understand it and to understand American speech 
as some middle-class, university-educated Amer­
ican females understand it is to understand some 
of the motives used in each culture to organize 
and interpret social experience. To use Donal 
Carbaugh's framework in Situating Selves (1996) 
we can understand better who Finns and Amer­
icans are by listening to the way they narrate their 
lives in situated cultural scenes or narrate their 
responses to social drama that they identify with 
and subconsciously situate in their own cultural 
landscape. When Finns and Americans talk about 
the same mediated text (KVK) and the same 
social drama (an identity crisis) their talk reveals 
two cultural models of identity and explanations 
for how those models are played out in two dif­
ferent cultural settings. 

To use the terminology of Michael Ager (1996), 
the ethnographer discovers "rich points", i.e. 
speech or acts that bring awareness of cultural 
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differences to the surface. S/he then "frames" the 
new knowledge so that it starts to become a part 
of a system of coherence, and eventually vali­
dates and modifies the frame by introducing new 
"strips" of experience and ethnographic data. This 
process of "frame resolution" can lead to an un­
derstanding of a coherent system of meaning that 
members of the speech community rarely reflect 
on and outsiders rarely comprehend. This ap­
proach is neither "deductive" nor "inductive" but 
"abductive." Abduction is about the development 
of frames via testing and modification. The goal 
is a better understanding of rich points that have 
been discovered in everyday practices and 
speech. The cultural subjectivity of the author, 
the discovery process that led to the writing of 
this essay and the research methodology are in­
troduced in Appendix 1. 

One of the findings of this approach to research 
was a system of coherence in the cultural cod­
ing of equality, responsibility, autonomy/inde­
pendence and choice in situations that involved 
discourse related to personhood, motherhood 
and career. These findings have indirect but rath­
er important implications for any discussion of 
gendering organization topics. Organizations are 
embedded in cultural landscapes, and the per­
sons who create and work in organizations bring 
practices (ways of organizing, acting and com­
municating) from everyday life into the organiza­
tions even if the organizational culture differs in 
some ways from the settings in which the per­
sons live (Carbaugh, 1996; Joynt and Warner, 
1996; Aaltio-Marjosola, 1994; Acker, 1994; Czar­
niawska-Joerges, 1994; Hofstede, 1991; Jacob­
son, 1991; Freeman, 1990; Gallos, 1989; Ger­
son, 1985; Child, 1981; Geertz, C. 1973). Three 
articles in Gendering Organizational Analysis 
(Mills & Tancred, 1992) and an introduction to 
an ethnographic approach to cultural communi­
cation by Gerry Philipsen and Donal Carbaugh 
provide a point of departure for this essay. 

CUL TURALING THE GENDERING OF 

ORGANIZATION TOPICS 

Joan Acker emphasizes in her contribution to 
Gendering Organization Analysis that "gender­
neutral organizational theories reflect [the] gen­
der-neutral rendering of organizational reality" 
(1992: 257). She points out that the "disembod­
ied worker is a manifestation of the universal 'cit­
izen' or 'individual' fundamental to the ideas of 
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democracy and contract," and she adds that "the 
most fundamental abstraction in the concept of 
liberal individualism is," in the words of Carole 
Pateman (1988: 8, 223), "the abstraction of the 
'individual' from the body ... [the universal indi­
vidual is] constructed from a male body so that 
his identity is always masculine." Acker concludes 
that "even with the full rights of citizens, women 
stand in an ambiguous relation to this universal 
individual" (1992: 258). 

Acker's point that even the "full rights" of citi­
zens fail to provide a basis for the full rights of 
women probably holds true across cultures. Her 
focus on "gendering organizational theory" is to 
the point, and her reference to the "disembodied 
worker," the "universal citizen" and "liberal indi­
vidualism" are also appropriate because the or­
ganizational theory that she criticizes has been 
greatly influenced by the culture of economic and 
political liberalism (as Acker used the term and 
as it is understood in Europe). 

Citizenship is a culturally coded concept. lt is 
universal in that citizens have rights and obliga­
tions (or obligations and rights) but the institu­
tional arrangements that give concrete meaning 
to citizenship and models of identity in society, 
within the family and at work differ from culture 
to culture. ldentity is constructed differently, and 
the discourse about identity is also different. 
Consequently, ways of talking about gender and 
appropriate solutions for gender inequality will 
inevitably differ from culture to culture. 

Scholars such as Acker have made important 
contributions to female and male awareness of 
the limits of theory based on a "disembodied" 
individual who turns out to be masculine. A gen­
dered approach to society and organization has 
provided and will continue to provide a perspec­
tive that benefits scholars and citizens alike. A 
question remains, however: to what extent do 
readers of Acker's chapter on gendering organi­
zational theory understand that "a poststructur­
alist strategy for developing a theory of gendered 
processes" is possible only if the development 
also takes place outside the parameters of liber­
alism, in other words, in other cultural land­
scapes? 

Acker understands that gender is constructed 
differently over time and across space (see, e.g., 
Acker, 1994) but a fundamental issue is at stake 
here. Her article was "written especially as an 
'end piece'" for Gendering Organizational Analy­
sis, and it was introduced as "both a useful over­
view of developments within feminist organiza­
tional analysis and a thought-provoking poststruc-
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turalism strategy for developing a theory of gen­

dered organization ... [as well as] a chapter [that] 
should be read ... more as a beginning to a new 
series of feminist theorizing than as a closure to 
debate". Assigning this role to a final chapter enti­
tled "Gendering Organizational Theory" is prob­
lematic when the cultural limitations of gender­
ing organizational theory are left implicit. To fo­
cus on gender-related issues without giving ade­
quate attention to the cultural limits of, for exam­
ple, liberalism is to run the risk of implicitly uni­
versalizing a genderized version of organizational 
theory along with the liberal assumptions with 
which it is often associated in North America or­
ganizational theory. 

lnquiry into what it means when the model of 
personhood is masculine can benefit from being 
coupled with reflection on the cultural coding of 
personhood (being) and sociation (being with). 
ln some societies, perhaps in many, the liberal 
model of the "disembodied" person as a "univer­
sal individual" can be as problematic from a the­
oretical, societal, organizational and cultural per­
spective as the model of the "universal individu­
al" whose "identity is always masculine." An ap­
proach that grapples with the relationship be­
tween gender and culture can provide a gendered 
approach that reveals nuances in areas of con­
vergence and divergence across cultures. 

The strength and the universality of unifying 
threads of shared gender approaches across 
cultures is dependent on explicit recognition and 
demonstration of convergence and divergence 
with the unifying threads that hold cultures togeth­
er. No theory or fabric of meaning is sustainable 
without understanding how both the warp (e.g., 
a gendered approach) and weft (e.g., a cultural 
approach) come together to create interwoven 
patterns of gender and cultural identity. 

Marta Calas and Linda Smircich provide an 
explicit cultural focus to suggest that "the world 
is more complex than "women's" voices often 
believe it to be" (1992: 232). They reject "the 
notion of an essentially 'male' or 'female' reality 
or structure, [and point] instead to how these 
purportedly 'natural' oppositions are culturally 
constituted categories, products, and producers 
of particular social and materia! relations" (1992, 
226). By questioning traditiona! theoretical ap­
proaches to the production of knowledge, they 
raise questions about the cultural production of 

knowledge. 
Calas makes explicit the discursive limits of 

management knowledge in her article "An/Other 
Silent Voice? Representing "Hispanic Woman" in 
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Organizational Texts" (1992). "Disciplinary re­
search and theory is a form of writing, which 
mediates the kind of knowledge that is/could be 
produced: what is said, how it is said, and by 
whom it is said .... More important, it is this limit­
ed written/discursive form that is presented (pub­
lished, talked about) as knowledge" (1992: 204). 
Calas concludes that "we will not be able to rep­
resent any other knowledge until we understand 
how what so far passes as "knowledge" becomes 
a very limited and interested rhetorical produc­
tion" (1992: 205). 

Calas calls for an ethnographic approach to 
knowledge - an approach that would distance the 
object of study from any category that might have 
been constituted outside the local cultural land­
scape. To take this approach, "it is necessary to 
consider that producing knowledge is an activity 
that is not about 'truth' but about culture" (1992: 
216). Calas points to cultural blinders that schol­
ars have when interpreting practices in distant 
and different cultures, and she reminds ''voices 
of the West" that "dominant modes of organiza­
tional research and theorizing ... [easily] obscure 
and limit the "voices" of studied populations" 
(1992: 202, 219). 

The Finnish cultural speech in the discussion 
below illustrates the relevance of Calas's point 
within the industrialized and individualistic West 
where cultural differences are greater than North­
South or East-West comparisons might suggest.1 

The issues raised by Calas and Smircich point 
to the ethnography of communication and to a 
discussion of the cultural meaning of equality, 
responsibi/ity, autonomylindependence, and 
choice in talk by female Finnish business stu­
dents about personhood, motherhood and career. 

AN ETHNOGRAPHIC APPROACH TO 

CULTURAL COMMUNICATION 

The approach to an understanding of the deep­
er meaning of cultural communication in this es­
say is based on the ethnographic and theoreti­
cal contributions of Gerry Philipsen (1975, 

1 A recent article in Yliopistotiedol, a publlcation of 
the University of Turku, referred to the benefits of 
international cooperation in women's studies but it 
also noted the negative side of instruction and 
research/publication in English. lt interferes with de­
velopment of Finnish language terminology and 
can inadvertently place women's studies in an An­
glo-Saxon research tradition. Naistutkimus vahvis­
taa asemiaan yliopistossa. Yliopistotiedot (26.9. 
1997). 
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1976, 1987, 1989, 1992) and Donal Carbaugh 
(1988, 1988/89, 1992, 1993, 1994, 1996), both 
of whom acknowledge an intellectual debt to Dell 
Hymes (1962, 1972). The underpinning philoso­
phy of this approach is simple but comprehen­
sive: wherever there is communication, there is 
a system; wherever there is a system, there is 
cultural meaning; and wherever there is cultural 
meaning there is social organization. Conse­
quently, communication is constitutive, at least 
in part, of socio-cultural life (Carbaugh, 1994). 

Codes of speaking are learned and communal 
conversation is played out in speech communi­
ties. A code of speaking enables a member of a 
speech community to appeal to others and to 
understand others within the same speech com­
munity. ln this way cultural communication serves 
to maintain a balance between the forces of indi­
vidualism and community and to provide a sense 
of shared identity within a speech community. 
"When code and community jointly meet ... the 
full power of culture is most strongly experienced" 
(Philipsen, 1992: 14). 

Philipsen and Carbaugh's approach to the eth­
nography of communication can lead to the dis­
covery of basic dialectics in actual situated prac­
tices - an "inevitable tension between the impulse 
of individuals to be free and the constraints of 
communal life" (Philipsen, 1987:245 & 1989; 
Carbaugh, 1988-1989, 1994). To locate a cul­
ture on an axis that is pulling towards communal 
and individual polls is to reveal partial insights 
into the nature of the culture. To recognize move­
ment on the axis is to appreciate the dynamic 
nature of the culture. 

Dialectic tension, e.g. between a person and 
community or between a person and social hier­
archy within a community, brings together social 
and cultural foundations of language use. Socially 
there is a basic tension between the separation 
and union of people. This tension is worked out 
within the parameters of culturally accepted ways 
of speaking and acting. Agnostic interplay or dis­
course activates models of personhood and so­
ciation that are common across social scenes and 
social roles within the culture. One of the chal­
lenges facing the ethnography of communication 
and cultural pragmatics is the detection and un­
derstanding of possible links between "the inter­
actional accomplishments of social identities" and 
"cultural premises and models ... in which the 
social kind is sensible and appropriate" (Car­
baugh, 1996). For example, how are the mean­
ings of the social identities of a woman who is 
also a wife, a mother and a career woman linked 
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to cultural premises or communal models of what 
a person is, can or should be? Functions and 
structures of the agonistic form may exist in most, 
if not all cultures, but some of the meanings will 
vary from culture to culture (Carbaugh, 1988/89). 

The coding of dignity and honor 

Carbaugh presumes cultural notions of person­
hood and a system of social identities in every 
communicative system. When people communi­
cate they are situated in or assume a social con­
text, and they reveal some aspect of their social 
or cultural selves by positioning themselves rel­
ative to others (Carbaugh, 1996). To perform and 
talk about "being a mother," "being a career wom­
an; being "both a mother and a career woman" 
is to symbolize a social identity and to symbolize 
a system of social or cultural practices. The sym­
bolization of these systems of practices is often 
interwoven with myths about the development of 
western civilization, which Berger (1974) associ­
ated with the rise of "dignity" and the decline of 
"honor". "Myth" is an abstraction, a super-story 
of a people. The elements and plot Iines of myths 
are used, however, in individual ways to commu­
nicate within speech communities. Gerry 
Philipsen has built on the concepts of honor and 
dignity to discover links between the coding of 
speech and cultural myths in two American 
speech communities. 

The coding of honor 

ln the code of honor, society is prior to the in­
dividual and individual identity is found in social 
role. As Berger put it, "in a world of honor the 
individual is the social symbols emblazoned on 
his escutcheon. The true self of the knight is re­
vealed as he rides out to do battle in the full re­
galia of his role" (1974: 90). ln the culture of 
honor, communication is between characters with 
different roles (Philipsen, 1992: 108-109). This 
communication takes place with the use of 
conservative rhetoric that is premised on hierar­
chy, memory and status. To be convincing, com­
munication should appea! to historical precedent 
and expectations associated with the social roles 
of the interlocutors. 

ln ethnic, working-class Teamsterville near 
Chicago a "real man" assumes hierarchical rela­
tionships between men and women: men should 
be assertive and protective; women are the 
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guardians of the home and morality (Philipsen, 
1975, 1976, 1992). ln Teamsterville teenage boys 
tease neighborhood girls about the likelihood or 
actuality of uncleanness, for example, having flies 
or maggots on their mouths. The girls participat­
ed in this exchange through defense and coun­
ter-attacks. Philipsen, who often heard these 
exchanges while taking Teamsterville children on 
long trips, interprets this exchange between long­
time friends and potential marriage partners as 
an effort on the part of the boys to remind the 
girls to remain "clean." A woman should be virtu­
ous and not too talkative. Otherwise, her talk or 
conduct might force her husband or brother to 
defend her honor, and by extension his honor. ln 
Mayor Richard Daley's Chicago, loyal members 
of the traditiona! community, e.g. a "fine young 
man", a "decent Chicagoan" raised by a "fine, 
Polish-American mother", should be appointed to 
public positions over individuals certified as more 
competent by institutions external to the commu­
nity, e.g., universities that are considered "plac­
es for agitation and hatred against this govern­
ment and this society" (Philipsen, 1992: 43-61 ). 

ln his analysis of Daley's cultural speech and 
the communication of Teamsterville boys 
Philipsen suggests an important connection be­
tween cultural speech and the religious and na­
tional heritage of Teamsterville. There is a strik­
ing resemblance between Philipsen's ethno­
graphic findings and those of the anthropologist 
Robin Fox who discovered stories about ancient 
lreland in which gender, place and honor were 
important cultural motifs: men are supposed to 
fight to defend honor, women are supposed to 
be pure, and mothers are supposed to intervene 
to prevent men from destroying themselves in the 
defense of honor. ln this cultural landscape iden­
tity is closely linked to social role, each role is 
important to the proper functioning of the com­
munity and relationships are organized hierarchi­
cally (Philipsen, 1992). A woman's identity is 
closely linked to being a daughter, a sister, a wife 
and a mother. 

The coding of dignity 

Dignity, according to Berger, •relates to the 
intrinsic humanity divested of all socially imposed 
roles or norms. lt pertains to the self as such, to 
the individual regardless of his position in socie­
ty" (Berger, 197 4: 89). 1 n contrast to the concept 
of honor, the concept of dignity "implies that iden­
tity is essentially independent of institutional 
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roles .... lt is precisely the naked man, and even 
more specifically the naked man expressing his 
sexuality, who represents himself more truthful­
ly" (Berger, 197 4: 90). 

Philipsen juxtaposes the myth of "honor" (a 
preference for "hierarchy", "tradition," and "prece­
dence") in Teamsterville speech with the myth of 
"dignity" (a preference for "open" procedures of­
fering "equality of opportunity" based on individ­
ual competence and experience) in his cultural 
analysis of Joanna Kramer's identity crisis Kramer 
versus Kramer. As Joanna Kramer talks about 
escaping history (role) and place (going across 
space from New York to California) to find her­
self she speaks in terms of the myth of dignity. 
We do not know, however, that she is celebrat­
ing the myth of "dignity" unless we also hear her 
rejecting the myth of "honor." 

Without the voices of women like Joanna Kram­
er we cannot know about the devaluing of wom­
en in the myth of honor. What we can hear in 
Joanna Kramer's cultural speech, if we are will­
ing and capable, is an escape from the prison of 
"honor" to the freedom of "dignity." lt is a wom­
an's voice speaking about confining experiences 
as a daughter, wife and mother - experiences 
that denied her opportunity to be herself and to 
make her own choices. 

TWO COHERENT SYSTEMS OF CUL TURAL 

MEANING 

The American and Finnish cultural speech be­
low about personhood, motherhood and career 
reveals two different systems of coherence in 
which equality, responsibility, autonomylinde­
pendence, and choice derive their meanings from 
the interwoven relationship between models of 
personhood and sociation, public myths, the cod­
ing of physical and social space, and institution­
al arrangements. lt is important to emphasize, 
however, that the "weaving together" of this rela­
tionship differs from person to person and from 
subgroup to subgroup within a speech commu­
nity. Not ali university-educated, middle-class 
American females would consider Joanna's sto­
ry plausible or acceptable nor would ali universi­
ty-educated, middle-class Finnish females re­
spond to Joanna's identity crisis in the same way. 
Nevertheless, the speech in this study revealed 
two coherent cultural systems of meaning that are 
common in their respective cultures. 
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Joanna Kramer ta/ks about her identity crisis 

Joanna tells her story in three different parts 
of the film. ln her first letter to Billy after leaving 
home, Joanna wrote: "I have gone away because 
1 must find something interesting to do for my­
self in the world. Everybody has to do so. Being 
a mommy was one thing but there are other 
things too, and this is just what I have to do." 

After Joanna returned to New York and met 
Ted for the first time to explain herself and to 
justify her decision to seek custody of Billy she 
had "a whole speech" prepared. Part of her ex­
planation was: "Ali my life l've teit like somebody's 
wife, somebody's mother, somebody's daughter 
- even ali the time we were together - and that
was why I had to go away to California. 1 think 1
found myself, and I got myself a job, a therapist
and I feel better than I have in my whole life. And
l've learned a great deal about myself."

During the custody proceedings Joanna told the 
court that she had held a job before getting mar­
ried and wanted to continue to work after she was 
married but, as she put it, "Every time I talked to 
Ted, my ex-husband, he wouldn't listen. He re­
fused to discuss it in any serious way. 1 remem­
ber once he said that I probably couldn't get a 
job that paid enough to hire a baby sitter for Bil­
ly." 

Joanna also revealed, with the help of her law­
yer, that she had a better paying job than Ted, 
that she loved her child "very much." She also 
said that she had "needed somebody" during the 
marriage but that Ted "just wasn't there for" her: 
" ... because of his attitude towards my fears and 
his inability to deal with my feelings I had come 
to have almost no self esteem. 1 was scared, 1 
was very unhappy, and, in my mind, 1 had no 
other choice but to leave. At the time I left I felt 
there was something terribly wrong with me and 
that my son would be better off without me. And 
it was only after I got to California that I realized, 
after getting into therapy, that I wasn't such a 
terrible person. And just because I needed some 
kind of creative or emotional outlet other than my 
child, that didn't make me unfit to be a mother." 

At the end of the questioning from her lawyer, 
Joanna summed up her appeal to the court: "I

have worked very, very hard to become a whole 
human being. And I don't think I should be pun­
ished for that. And I don't think my little boy 
should be punished. Billy is only seven years 
old. He needs me .... l'm his mother, l'm his moth­
er." 
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KVK as plausible American social drama 

Joanna's story can be heard as a social dra­
ma that arises from a conflict situation {Turner, 
1980; Philipsen, 1992). The story that Joanna 
tells is about a person who confronts a problem 
- a husband who does not "communicate" with
her and who denies her "choices" related to work­
ing and a healthy concept of "self." This person
- Joanna - finds some kind of solution. She goes
away to find herself. The telling of this story -
Joanna's explanations for her conduct - what she
did, why she did it, where she went, how she
became a new person, and why she wants cus­
tody of Billy - reveal salient features in parts of
mainstream American culture. The real "selr is
above ali social roles that society might impose.
The individual has a "selr and "rights" and makes
"choices." By acting on "rights" and making
"choices" it is possible to free one-"selr from the
constraints of "society" and "institutions," and to
"grow" (Carbaugh, 1988).

One Finnish creation of a plausible alternative 
social drama 

Woven together, Finnish female responses to 
Joanna's identity crisis tel1 a different story. lt is 
a story about a person who confronts a problem 
but the problem is self-imposed limitations due 
to Joanna's failure to put her foot down and to 
act as an equal to her husband from the begin­
ning of the marriage. According to this Finnish 
version of the social drama Joanna found an illu­
sionary solution: rather than going out and get­
ting a job, she ran away from responsibility, she 
thought she had become a new person, and she 
believed that she deserved a second chance in 
a position of social responsibility. ln this Finnish 
version of Joanna's identity crisis, "Joanna did 
not deserve a second chance just like that" be­
cause she had acted "irresponsibly" (as a "weak" 
and/or "selfish" person) when she left Billy. "lf she 
ran away once, she might do it again". A com­
mon explanation for her failure to solve the prob­
lem of motherhood and career on the spot was 
that "she had no sisu". Sisu is a Finnish cultural 
concept that is difficult to define but it can be 
understood in this context as a combination of 
guts, will and determination in which one recog­
nizes the hard facts but does not give up. The 
necessary energy will somehow be found to do 
what has to be done in the appropriate place and 
at the appropriate time even if it seems impossi-
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ble in that place at that time. As Finns often put 
it, sisu is the ability to go through gray granite. 

The Finnish telling of this social drama uncov­
ers features in Finnish culture that stand in con­
trast to American culture. These Finnish respons­
es suggest that Joanna could have been an equal 
to Ted, that she could have had autonomy within 
the relationship and that she could have created 
more choices by acting as an equal and respon­
sible partner in the marriage. The "rea! self" - to 
use the American concept - is autonomous within 
a larger social entity. Choices and persona! 
growth are possible within these parameters as 
long as there is fairly extensive equality, respect 
for autonomy, responsibility to others and social 
support from society. 

The story of divorce is emotionally compelling. 
lt is a problem that can be heard across cultures, 
but Joanna's acts and especially the telling of her 
story often fell on partially deaf Finnish ears. Her 
emotional reference to persona! feelings and 
persona! development, especially her reference 
to recovery via therapy, carried little weight with 
Finnish female students of business when deter­
mining an important issue such as the custody 
of a child. Finns expect factual and non-emotional 
value-added discourse in such situations (Berry 
and Nurmikari-Berry, 1997; Berry, 1997a, Car­
baugh, 1995). 

The coding of space and place in the cultural 
myths of frontier opportunity and sisu 

Fundamental to the coding of equality, auton­
omylindependence, responsibility, and choice is 
the cultural coding of physical and social space. 
To discover convergence of speech in the form 
of a persona! story and in the form of a myth is 
to discover a common code within a culture 
(Philipsen, 1992) or part of the glue that holds a 
culture together (McNeill, 1986). Joanna's per­
sona! stories could be credible, plausible and 
perhaps emotionally powerful in an American 
setting because they are supported by the Amer­
ican public myth of frontier opportunity - a myth 
of opportunity in which an individual breaks with 
role and group and moves across space to find 
new beginnings (Berry, 1995b, 1995d, 1995e; 
Robertson, 1980). This myth is powerful because 
it entails the essence of American identity in a 
New World founded and populated by coura­
geous individuals who fled the oppression of the 
Old World (Berry, Maude, and Schuchalter, 1990; 
Lipset, 1996). 
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Joanna's persona! story found support from this 
public myth. Even American female students who 
questioned Joanna's conduct and who would not 
have granted her custody had no difficulty listen­
ing to and understanding her line of reasoning. 
Part of the explanation is the story of frontier 
opportunity that they had heard many times over 
(see Appendix 2). This does not mean that pub­
lie myths override deeply ingrained moral values 
but it does suggest how powerful cultural narra­
tives can be even when one deplores a particu­
lar act. Joanna played out the role of the hero 
who went west, found self via new opportunities, 
returned a "whole" person who was now capable 
of being the good mother that Billy needed. The 
myths of motherhood and opportunity converge 
to give the oppressed individual, Joanna, a sec­
ond chance. 

Finnish female students found little support for 
Joanna's story in Finnish public myths related to 
the cultural coding of geo-symbolic space (Ber­
ry, 1995b, 1995d). lndeed, the corresponding 
Finnish cultural myth of sisu associated with place 
and frontier experiences sends just the opposite 
message. Finns have been preoccupied with 
carving out a zone of survival and comfort in a 
hostile arctic climate on the Russian border. The 
peasant hero in Finnish cultural myth of sisu turns 
the rocky and marshy forests into farmable land, 
he goes east to defend the border and returns 
home, if he survives, to build a social democra­
cy. Opportunity is not over the next horizon; it is 
where you are if you can solve your problems on 
the spot and defend your turf. There is little scope 
for easy alternatives, new beginnings and a sec­
ond chance in the myth of sisu (Berry, 1995b). 

American and Finnish cultural myths converge 
in their celebration of development away from 
social hierarchy and oppression but the coding 
of geo-cultural space in this evolution is funda­
mentally different. For Americans progress comes 
with development over time as new resources 
and opportunities are made possible by expan­
sion over space: "we are here now, we used to 
be somewhere else and we expect to be in yet 
another place in the future." For Finns progress 
comes over time as societal place is defended 
and societal resources are redistributed: "we have 
occupied this place in the past and we will occu­
py it in the future as long as we can develop and 
defend it." Americans talk about "time and space"; 
Finns talk about "time and place". 

These differences in cultural myths and the 
coding of geo-symbolic space were made explicit 
by Finnish students in their group discussions, 
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their open-ended diary entries, their final papers 
and, in the case of some students, a recorded 
interview. The quotes below are taken from the 
speech of one female student, Minna Suomalain­
en, to illustrate how her coding of equality, re­
sponsibility, autonomylindependence and choice 
formed a system of coherence that reveal some 
of her views on personhood, motherhood and 
career. The patterns in Minna's speech general­
ly represent those of the fifty female business 
students in the study. 

When asked whether the film would be believ­
able if it had been in Finnish and situated in 
Helsinki, Minna replied that "in a Finnish film 
Joanna would take Billy with her." The interview­
er then summarized some of the points Minna 
had previously made in the interview: "You said 
she should have put her foot down earlier [Min­
na: 'ya'], and she, within that framework, could 
have developed herself [Minna: 'ya'] but now 
you've added another dimension. ln order to be 
believable she should have taken Billy with her. 
Where would she have gone to be believable? 
(long pause) Would she have gone far away?" 
Minna responded: "No, 1 don't think so. When 1 
think what might have happened in a Finnish film 
maybe she would start with going back to her 
parents or to a friend for a start and from there 
tried to work things out..." 

Female Finnish business students did not be­
lieve that a Finnish court would have granted 
custody to Joanna. As Minna put it, "I saw her 
escaping from her 'prison' (quotes communicat­
ed nonverbally), and I couldn't sympathize with 
her ... Joanna was not a fighter. She was more a 
loser ... Joanna had every right to try to change 
the situation. But why did she have to wait for 
five long years for that? lf she needed profes­
sional help, why didn't she look for it there in New 
York? ... Why did she need to disappear to Cali­
fornia for two years ... .lt's amazing! Ali the time 
[that] l'm blaming [Joanna] there's a small voice 
in my head saying 'but what if he [Ted] didn't lis­
ten to her? What if she was so paralyzed that 
she couldn't act anymore?' And a stronger voice 
that says 'she should have been able to do so. 
There's no excuse'." 

Minna also referred to Finland's experience 
during the Second World War "when Finnish sol­
diers didn't surrender to Russians, but managed 
to make possible out of impossible. ... 1 think 
maybe this is one of those reasons why I see 
Joanna a little bit like a failure. She didn't fight at 
ali. She escaped. She wanted to have a second 
chance when she returned. But why should she 
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have got it? She could have done it all again." 
Different cultural myths of nation building and 

survival produce and reinforce different models 
of personhood and sociation. The convergence 
of terms and story Iines across American person­
a! and public stories and across Finnish person­
a! and public stories revealed evidence of the 
cultural coding of a person's relationship to time 
and to place/space. One American assumption 
is that problems can often best be solved by 
developing physical distance from the problem 
and the social relationships associated with the 
those problems. One Finnish assumption was 
that problems should be solved in the social en­
vironment where they exist. lf Finns had gone 
elsewhere when there were problems with the 
Russians there would be no Finland today (Ber­
ry, 1994a, 1995). 

Differences should not be overstated. Ameri­
can female students often agreed, on reflection, 
with Finns who stated that problems should be 
solved where they are, and Finnish students usu­
ally agreed, on reflection, with American students 
that distance from a problem can help. lnitial re­
sponses tended, however, to be different. One 
fundamental difference was, in the words of an 
American female student, that American students 
"assumed more inequality between the sexes", 
and American students assumed that Joanna had 
tried everything possible to get Ted to listen to 
her about getting a job. Consequently, "she had 
no choice but to leave". Stories about breaking 
with social group and moving far away found 
support from narratives about American history. 

The Finnish students often agreed thai !he mar­
riage was doomed at the point where !he film 
began. Ted had no! been a very good husband 
but Finnish students tended to assume rather 
extensive gender equality within !he marriage 
and, therefore, assumed thai Joanna had not 
tried hard enough to communicate her determi­
nation to work. For most, it made little sense to 
"find oneself" in a new environment and to return 
to pick up where one had left off. Cultural mod­
els of conduct and communication in cultural 
myths and everyday practices helped !he inter­
locutors fill in !he larger picture (see Appen­
dix 2). 

Patterns in cultural systems of meaning 

Responses to Joanna Kramer's identity crisis 
revealed assumptions about equality, autonomy/ 
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independence, responsibility and choice but sys­
tems of cultural meaning can be tested and ver­
ified only by listening for patterns in responses 
to a variety of situations. This approach corre­
sponds to a frame resolution process (Ager, 
1996) and a cyclical investigation process (Car­
baugh and Hastings, 1992). 

A brief description of some exercises can il­
lustrate the scope of exercises, each of which 
required students to make a decision and to ex­
plain reasons for the decision in a diary entry. 
Every exercise was followed by group discus­
sions in which students exchanged views on their 
responses to !he exercise. Many of the discus­
sions were recorded, and in some cases students 
based their diary entries on listening to a record­
ed session that they had participated in. Making 
decisions, responding to !he decisions made and 
reflecting on those decisions, often in a multicul­
tural group, eventually revealed cultural patterns 
in implicit assumptions about individual and so­
cial identity and acceptable ways to talk about 
social issues. This approach to learning to learn 
and to learner autonomy provides the teacher­
researcher with a wealth of insights into models 
of personhood, sociation and communication 
norms (Berry, in press a, in press b). 

One exercise thai was adapted from an inter­
national management textbook (Harris and Mo­
ran, 1991: 271) involved the interpretation of 
communication between a manager and a sub­
ordinate. lt revealed convergence in student re­
sponses to Joanna Kramer's conduct and appro­
priate relationships between managers and sub­
ordinates. Students were given the actual verbal 
exchange between a manager and a subordinate. 
They were then asked to give their interpretation 
of what was said and understood by !he boss and 
subordinate. After completing this exercise stu­
dents read !he attributions of !he manager and 
!he subordinate as reconstructed by a psychia­
trist who had apparently been consulted to ex­
plain !he break down in communication between
!he boss and the subordinate. Students are then
told thai !he boss was an American and !he sub­
ordinate was Greek. During the group discussion
students often discovered thai they had placed
the boss and subordinate in their own culture,
and had written a partial cultural definition of how 
a boss and subordinate should interact.

Nearly every Finnish student assumed auton­
omy for !he subordinate and a rather egalitarian 

relationship between the boss and the subordi­
nate. Given !he assumption of autonomy and a 
rather egalitarian status for the project, they 
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placed responsibility for completion of the task 
on the shoulders of the subordinate, and tended 
to consider the subordinate responsible for the 
misunderstanding. Even if the boss is responsi­
ble in the end for any project, a project delegat­
ed to an autonomous subordinate is responsibil­
ity delegated for the project. The subordinate 
could have and should have gone to the boss if 
he had any problems. American students were 
very critical of the subordinate and considered 
him a "worthless" person who was "lazy" or who 
tailed to take the "initiative", but the American 
students did not reter, as many Finns did, to the 
tailure ot the subordinate to take "responsibility". 

The exchanges between Finnish and American 
students revealed different understandings of 
"autonomy". For the American students, as is the 
case in American management literature, auton­
omy is associated with independence trom insti­
tutional constraints, and it increases as one 
moves up the corporate ladder. Finnish students 
did not associate autonomy with high-level organ­
izational status. Some did argue, however, that 
higher organizational status brings more respon­
sibility and therefore tends to limit rather than 
enhance the autonomy of the high-level manag­
er. No American agreed with this perspective on 
autonomy. Students trom both cultures agreed, 
however, that there was little scope for autono­
my when there is extreme inequality. 

ln another exercise students were asked to 
discuss which leadership styles they considered 
essential to a good working relationship between 
a boss and a subordinate. A very large percent­
age ot Finnish students listed autonomy-delega­
tion as the most or one of the most important 
leadership styles. No American student ranked 
autonomy-delegation as one of the most impor­
tant leadership styles. Exercises adapted trom the 
grid-group theory ot Mary Douglas (see Figure 1 
below) and from research by Andre Laurent re­
vealed that most Finnish students had a rather 
strong egalitarian profile with different degrees 
ot hierarchical and individualist input, and Amer­
ican students had a strong individualist profile 
with different degrees of hierarchical and egali­
tarian input. 

When answering the questions "who am 1, is 
my identity tied to group or society?" and "what 
should I do, should I act according to prescribed 
social roles or on an ad hoe basis?" most Finn­
ish students rejected the legitimacy of extensive 
social hierarchy but considered long-term group/ 
societal identity important. American students, in 
contrast, rejected both extensive social hierarchy 
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and long-term group/societal identity. American 
and Finnish students rejected a social hierarchi­
cal concept ot structure in organizations as de­
fined in the Laurent study (Laurent, 1981, 1983, 
1986) and expressed a strong preference tor an 
instrumental approach to work but Americans 
talked in terms of loyalty to the task and Finns 
talked in terms of loyalty to the group that was 
performing the task. These results, which dove­
tail with current research on American and Finn­
ish managers, suggest that Finns and Americans 
tend to reject hierarchical concepts ot structure 
that are acceptable, for example, to the French 
(Laurent, 1981, 1983, 1986) but divide over 
whether instrumentalism should be constrained 
by group considerations (Berry, 1994b, 1994c). 
They also divide over whether rejection ot social 
hierarchy leads to individual identity inside or 
outside group parameters. 

Excerpts from Minna's diary and interview il­
lustrate the existence ot a system of cultural cod­
ing of equality, autonomy, responsibility and 
choice in her responses to ali these exercises. 
This coding was common among female business 
students. During the past two years approximate­
ly thirty female students, fifteen of whom were 
business students, have read a more extensive 
reproduction and analysis of Minna's speech than 
is presented in this essay (Berry, 1995a). Most 
ot these students have disagreed with some parts 
of Minna's views (and the analysis of those com­
ments), e.g. "I would not say it quite that way", 
but they have also expressed rather strong agree­
ment with most of Minna's speech (as well as 
the analysis of her speech) and they have ali 
considered her views common. 

Minna read the excerpts trom her cultural 
speech and the interpretation of that speech in 
an earlier version of this essay. After I made one 
modification Minna voiced agreement with the 
interpretation of her speech. By bringing Minna's 
voice back to her for confirmation and to other 
female business students after they had done the 
exercises, 1 have attempted to confirm the accu­
racy of my interpretation of Minna's speech and 
to test the extent to which Minna's voice reso­
nated with Finnish temale students studying busi­
ness. Many Finnish students identified rather 
closely with Minna's responses even if there were 
some differences in female and male responses to 
Joanna Kramer's identity crisis (see Appendix 1 ). 

From Minna's perspective, Joanna could "have 
gone to work if that was what she really want­
ed .... it was just so strange that Joanna was so 
kind of weak and so dependent on others." When 
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Minna was reminded during the interview that 
Joanna had complained how she had been a 
daughter, a wife, and a mother all her life, Minna 
replied "ya" in a very loud voice, and continued 
"but I think that a person should take responsi­
bility to grow independent." 

At that point the interviewer read an excerpt 
from Minna's class diary related to the leader­
ship style and the boss subordinate exercise. 
"With autonomy-delegation I keep getting back 
to privacy. 1 think people should be given enough 
space to do their jobs and give them the chance 
to succeed. 1 also believe that with autonomy 
when people can choose their own ways to fin­
ish the job they are much more committed." Af­
ter reading the excerpt the interviewer said "this 
seems to imply there are limits to what you can 
do but you are free to do the job in your own way 
within those limits ['ya, ya' Minna replied]. Do 1 
understand correctly?" Minna then repeated "ya" 
and added that when she did the leadership style 
exercise she thought that "it almost always came 
back to kind of solidarity to group. Some respon­
sibility to group." 

The interviewer then read the end of the same 
diary excerpt: "lf you have autonomy you also 
have to take a responsibility and that tells you 
that somebody is counting on you and that you 
are trustworthy. 1 think you can also link autono­
my and responsibility with equality. lf you give or 
receive autonomy you can feel some kind of 
equality as a framework. Somebody is trusting 
you and believes you and both can respect each 
other as equals." 

ln the Finnish cultural landscape autonomy is 
independence that recognizes limits. lt enables 
a person to be a self-bossed individual within the 
parameters of a larger framework. Autonomy is 
a core, perhaps the core, value in Finnish cul­
ture. lt has been a foundation of Finnish national 
identity as well as individual identity within fami­
lies and organizations. Autonomy within commu­
nitarianism that is rather egalitarian by interna­
tional standards provides a frame for persona! 
identity and development (Berry 1992, 1994b; 
Nurmi and Uksvärav, 1994). lt should not be con­
fused with the American cultural reading of au­
tonomy, which implies in everyday speech inde­
pendence from societal and institutional limits. 

When asked if equality was necessary for au­
tonomy, or simply better for autonomy, Minna 
replied: "I think it is better but you can have a 
certain amount of autonomy without equality but 
if you want an ideal situation then you have to 
combine those quite strongly in order to get it to 
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work." Minna was then asked to describe the 
degree of equality or inequality she had assumed 
in the manager-subordinate exercise. "Well, 1 kind 
of take it for granted at !east at the beginning that 
they were equal and could act according to that.. .. 
He [the subordinate] didn't take the responsibili­
ty as the whole, he didn't discuss with the boss 
even if he had this problem." 

ln response to a question about possible sim­
ilarities between her response to Joanna Kram­
er and the Greek subordinate, Minna replied "ya, 
1 found, or I think that Joanna didn't take the re­
sponsibility. Because, well. .. ." When asked "re­
sponsibility to do what?" Minna replied "ln grow­
ing, kind of, well, she was too dependent on oth­
ers and ... 1 think that deep in herself, she didn't 
know what exactly she wants from the life as a 
whole .... first was ... her mother and her parents, 
then it was Ted should take charge of the situa­
tion." Minna mentioned later in the interview that 
"they [Joanna and Ted] could have been equal, 
and she, well, she just didn't take the responsi­
bility and be independent and go to work. 1 don't 
find any reason why." 

Minna, like most of her fellow Finnish students, 
had been assuming Finnish institutional realities 
while talking about Joanna Kramer's conduct. 
When the interview turned to the question of the 
choices that an university-educated woman 
makes and whether "there is anything about the 
way Finnish society is organized that perhaps 
makes it easier for a Finn to talk the way you 
[have talked]?" Minna replied with emphasis, "ya, 
of course, because here it is socially acceptable 
that both parents work and ali these kindergar­
tens and, well, the day care it's much better and 
you have actually quite much choices to make." 

When asked, "what do you mean by quite much 
choices to make?", Minna referred to social sup­
port for working mothers, "well, you can be at 
home and still you get some money from the 
state, that you are not totally dependent on your 
husband and you can stay home for from one to 
three years, and you can use the private system 
for day care or the public system." Minna recog­
nized problems in the Finnish system. ln re­
sponse to the question "Do you see institutions 
or society as somehow constraints on choice or 
opportunity?" Minna said "Well they can be, for 
example, nowadays when the work situation is 
quite bad you have these social pressure, for 
example, to go to work if you want to get better 
jobs. lt can happen that, well, in reality that you 
don't have the choice to spend, e.g., three years 
with your child. You have that but then you lose 
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something. Or in some communities they have 
some difficulties in ordering these." 

A comparison of the voices of Joanna Kramer 
and Minna Suomalainen reveals two different 
concepts of the role of social support systems. 
Given the economic downswing in Finland prior 
to and at the time of the interview, Minna and 
many other Finnish female students expressed 
the view that a decline in social support for moth­
ers had narrowed the options open to women who 
wanted to have long maternity leaves and still 
continue their careers. No American student in 
the study described constraints and problems this 
way. American students were usually concerned 
with the ways that government support systems 
limit choices open to individuals. From a Finnish 
perspective, Joanna Kramer's choices were lim­
ited by a concept of equality of opportunity based 
on private initiative and competition rather than 
on a concept of equality of condition based on 
social support systems. 

Joanna and Minna's speech also demonstrates 
the limits of reference to the myths of honor and 
of dignity when comparing the American and 
Finnish cultural speech in this study. Minna 
Suomalainen's voice and the other students who 
she tends to speak for in this essay send a mes­
sage about the devaluing of social responsibility 
in the myths of liberal individualism and frontier 
opportunity. lf we are willing and capable, we can 
hear in Minna Suomalainen's cultural speech 
rejection of an understanding of dignity that places 
the individual above group and society. ln 
Minna's cultural landscape, honor is based pri­
marily on responsibility within the group/society 
and dignity is based on autonomy within group/ 
society. The pioneering work of Mary Douglas 
provides a framework for illustrating some as­
pects of convergence and divergence in Ameri­
can and Finnish cultural speech. 

WHO AM I ANO WHAT SHOULD 1 00? 

Social science literature often describes dia­
lectical tension on a one-dimensional axis. Like­
wise, the literature on cross-cultural comparisons 
focuses on differences between traditiona! social 
hierarchy and modern individualism or individu­
alism and collectivism/communitarianism. This 
one-dimensional construct is prominent in lnke­
les & Smith's (1974) analysis of modernity, in 
Kluckhol m and Strodbeck's ( 1961 ) work on val­
ues, in Triandis's work on attitudes (Triandis et 
al., 1986, 1988; Triandis, McCusker and Hui, 
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1990), in Schein's work on organizational culture 
(1991) and Lodge's (1988) work on government/ 
business relations. These one dimensional com­
parisons, often between culturally distinct places 
or historically distant times, constitute important 
contributions to understanding differences be­
tween individualism/collectivism and hierarchy/ 
individualism but they provide only limited insights 
into different models of personhood and socia­
tion within contemporary western cultures. 

Cultural theory developed by Mary Douglas and 
Aaron Wildavsky (Douglas, 1975, 1982; Doug­
las with Wildavsky, 1982; and Thompson and 
Ellis with Wildavsky, 1990) provides a typology 
for illustrating how the agonistic form (Carbaugh, 
1988/1989) is played out differently in Finnish and 
American cultural settings (see Figure 1 below). 
Douglas and Wildavsky place values and their 
role in the context of social structure. "Cultural 
bias" (culture as ideals) and "social relations" 
(culture as social structure) combine to produce 
"ways of life." Four different "ways of life" emerge 
from answering two questions: "who am I" (do 1 
define myself with reference to group) and "what 
should I do" (do I act according to prescribed 
roles). These "ways of life" - four culturally bi­
ased patterns of social action - are located in 
the context of "grid" and "group." "Grid" refers to 
degree of social role and hierarchical constraints 
on individuals; "group" to strength of group affil­
iation. 

A hierarchical way of life is a combination of 
strong grid-strong group; members are ranked as 
well as incorporated. The egalitarian way of life 
also entails strong group identity but rejects so­
cial hierarchy; members are externally bound but 
internally leveled. The individualist way of life is 
neither bounded nor differentiated; identity is not 
tied to social role or to group. Fatalists are sub­
ject to social constraints but outside the domain 
of group support; life is a lottery beyond their 
control. 

Each way of life involves preferences for par­
ticular patterns of social relations. These social 
relations develop supporting justifications or "cul­
tural biases". Ways of life serve as models for 
understanding the physical world, human nature, 
appropriating blame, making ends meet and 
managing risk. To the extent that a way of life 
corresponds to reality, adherents to that model 
are able to demonstrate a link between existing 
social relations and their cultural biases. When­
ever reality diverges from the model, adherents 
to another way of life that is more in tune with 
the new emerging reality will find things going 
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Figure 1 
Ways of Life 

lncreasing number 
and variety of 
external pre­
scriptions on 
individual activity 

Fatalists 
(bottom of social 
hierarchy and no 
group support) 

Hierarchists 
(identity within 
group and role) 

Joanna Kramer 

Teamsterville 
Code of Honor 

Code of dignity 
outside role and group 
Myth of frontier 
opportunity 

Minna Suomalainen 
Code of autonomy 
within group 
Myth of sisu and duty 

Equality of opportunity 
Liberalism 
Responsibility to 

Equality of condition 
Social democracy 
Responsibility to 
others and to self 
Choice within 

self and to others 
Choice beyond 
role and group 

lndividua/ists 
(identity outside 
role and group) 

group 

Egalitarians 
(identity outside role 
but inside group) 

lncreasing feeling of long-term group affiliation 

their way. Each way of life is grounded in myths 
of physical nature, human nature, and manage­
ment strategies for reconciling needs and re­
sources. 

Adherents to these ways of life act rather con­
sistently with respect to their preferences but "ra­
tional choice," which is consistent within each way 
of life, does not necessarily produce similar choic­
es nor similar results in other ways of life. Con­
sequently, the codes and myths that contribute 
to effective communication within one way of life 
also constitute obstacles to communication be­
tween different ways of life. 

The typology in Figure 1 suggests a distribu­
tion of tensions along two dimensions, and dis­
tinguishes between three basic modes of identi-

ty: (1) a concept of personhood that accepts so­
cial hierarchy (identity within social hierarchy), (2) 
a concept that assumes long-term group identity 
but rejects social hierarchy (identity within group), 
and (3) a concept that rejects both group identity 
and social hierarchy (identity outside of role and 
group). Few individuals or cultures, if any, fall on 
any fixed position on this typology. Every person 
consists of different as well as shifting and over­
lapping combinations of different predispositions, 
and every culture consists of different as well as 
shifting and overlapping combinations of persons 
or groups with hierarchical, egalitarian, individu­
alist and fatalist predispositions. 

Persons and the cultural landscapes they in­
habit are too complex to be satisfactorily de-

2 
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scribed on these two dimensions. Nevertheless, 
the distinction between identity primarily outside 
of group and role and identity primarily within 
group but outside role facilitates illustration of 
some of the meaning in American and Finnish 
cultural speech. American female students as­
sumed that marriage should be long-term but they 
emphasized identity outside long-term group af­
filiation for other social relationships. For Joan­
na and American female students the "agon" is 
primarily between a person and society/institu­
tions/group. Minna and Finnish female students 
took group and limited role identity for granted. 
For them the "agon" is primarily between a per­
son and extensive social hierarchy within socie­
ty/institutions/group. Consequently, perceptions 
of the problem and of the solutions reflected dif­
ferent cultural expectations about proper and 
improper conduct. 

Personhood and gender 

lf we return to Acker's article and its role in 
Gendering Organizational Analysis (Mills and 
Tancred, 1992), we have a focused essay on 
dimensions of reality and possibility that has long 
been ignored, denied or rejected to the detriment 
of male and female citizens and scholars. Focus 
is, however, a double-edged sword. 1 have no­
ticed in my teaching and research that any dis­
cussion of a decision-making situation that be­
gins with explicit reference to gender relations, 
e.g. gender in society, marriage or the workplace,
often prompts Finnish female students of busi­
ness to talk about equality, responsibi/ity, auton­
omy/independence, and choice in terms of gen­
der equality or gender inequality.

When the discussion is limited to conditions in 
Finland, female students will usually talk about 
gender "inequality", the "irresponsibility" of men 
or male-dominated organizations/society/families, 
"the absence of autonomy/independence" for 
women, and the "limited choices" that women 
have. lf, however, the discussion moves towards 
a comparison of Finnish women with women 
outside the Nordic countries the discourse tends 
to emphasize gender equality in Finland. ln both 
cases, to introduce a societal or organizational 
issue as a gender issue is to get a gendered 
response from many, if not most, Finnish female 
students of business. 

When social drama is introduced without ref­
erence to gender, discussions tend to evolve 
around questions of "equality or inequality" 
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among persons, "responsible or irresponsible" 
persons, the existence or absence of "autonomy/ 
independence" for persons, and the existence or 
absence of "choice" for persons. Finnish female 
students were primarily concerned about flaws 
in the liberal model of personhood and tended to 
emphasize the need to embody the person in 
society/family/organization rather than the need 
to give a female as well as masculine identity to 
personhood. 

They know that there are problems of gender 
inequality in Finnish society. As university-edu­
cated students of business they do not accept 
inequality but had, nevertheless, great difficulties 
accepting Joanna's persona! arguments because 
Joanna spoke with the tongue of liberalism and 
acted as the disembodied individual in the Amer­
ican frontier myth of opportunity while retaining 
the rights of motherhood. Finnish female students 
assumed the ideals of social democracy and 
social contract rather than the ideals of political 
democracy and contract. Their concept of per­
sonhood was framed by legitimate group and role 
limits. Within these parameters considerable 
equality is assumed to exist between husband 
and wife. 

The Finnish responses were also premised in 
part on the assumption that a decent society has 
maternity and child-care arrangements that per­
mit any educated woman to work if she wants to. 
Differences in reproduction, i.e., procreation and 
caring for children, exist but some institutional 
arrangements of a social welfare society, e.g. 
maternity leave and day-care facilities, equalize 
the male-female role somewhat. The private sec­
tor puts commitment to job ahead of commitment 
to family but society tends to put family and com­
munity ahead of commitment to the organization. 
From a Finnish perspective, the absence of so­
cial support systems limited Joanna's choices. 

Finnish female students were critical of Joan­
na Kramer because they assumed that she had 
equality within the marriage but gave it up; she 
had the choice to maintain her equal status and 
to work if she wanted but she failed to act on 
that choice; and she had responsibility to her child 
but she ran away from it. Quite simply, Joanna 
was a weak individual who escaped from her 
responsibilities and brought on her own problems. 
Consequently, she denied herself the possibility 
to be a mother and to hava a career. Ted was a 
lousy husband but it was Joanna who broke with 
social space (family/child) and physical space 
(New York to California) in order to be independ­
ent of social and institutional constraints so that 
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she could find herself. This made little sense to 
the Finnish students who generally assume au­
tonomy within social relationship and institution­
al constraints and who communicate using rhe­
torical resources from the myth of sisu and so­
cial democracy. Problems are solved within tra­
ditiona! social and physical space or they are 
never solved. Autonomy and equality make it 
possible to develop oneself within institutional 
parameters. 

ln contrast to Joanna Kramer and American 
female students who emphasized "rights", Finn­
ish female students often referred to "responsi­
bilities". Many Finnish female students talked 
about how Joanna Kramer used Billy to promote 
her own interests. No American student made this 
kind of explicit reference, and most American 
students talked about the importance of "finding 
oneself'. Filtered through the prism of liberalism, 
the Finnish responses often sounded to the 
American students like acceptance of social con­
straints within the family and society. 

Finnish students assumed that a "bill of rights" 
must function within the institutional framework 
of a "bill of obligations". They also assumed that 
society had an obligation to promote equality of 
opportunity through social support systems. Finn­
ish female students responded from the perspec­
tive of values of Lutheranism and social democ­
racy and used rhetorical resources from the myth 
ot sisu and social democracy- a powerful com­
bination of responsibility and relative equality of 
condition (Berry, 1995a, 1995c). The stronger a 
student's egalitarian profile in the exercise adapt­
ed from Mary Douglas's grid-group theory, the 
greater the criticism of Joanna Kramer and the 
subordinate in the manager-subordinate exercise. 
The few Finnish students who had strong indi­
vidualist profiles tended to agree with much of 
what Joanna said and did. 

At the beginning of the film Ted Kramer talked 
about commitment to the company and to "bring­
ing home the bacon". This corresponds to Ack­
er's description of the abstract worker trans­
formed into a concrete worker. His work is his 
life and his wife takes care of everything else. 
He takes care of the public sphere and his wife 
takes care of the private/family. She has the child 
and stays at home. This permits Ted to be com­
mitted to his work, to move up the corporate lad­
der and to be an even better provider for the fam­
ily. By bringing home the bacon, Ted takes care 
of his commitment to his family but a successful 
career requires full commitment to his work. By 
taking care of everything else Joanna makes this 
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possible. Only after Joanna's departure did Ted 
begin to question this set of assumptions. Uni­
versity-educated American women often hear 
Joanna escaping from this bundle of assump­
tions. As Joanna put it, she had no choice but to 
leave. She had to break away from the role of 
mother/housewife forced on her by her husband 
who was committed to his work and unwilling to 
communicate with her as an equal and to give 
her the opportunity to make her own choices. 

American women in this study heard a woman 
courageous enough to break away from oppres­
sion. To find herself Joanna acted and talked 
according to the model in the myth of dignity and 
the American myth of frontier opportunity. She 
broke with role and group and went west, she 
found a new beginning for herself and she re­
turned to New York as a "whole" person. She had 
her dignity confirmed by the custody ruling of the 
court - a ruling made possible by playing upon 
the myths of motherhood and frontier opportuni­
ty and, at the same time, demonstrating that she 
could bring home "more bacon" than Ted could. 
Freed from any responsibility at home, Joanna 
could have the proper commitment to her work, 
and Ted, now committed to the home, did not 
have proper commitment to his work. Not only 
had Joanna escaped oppression; she success­
fully turned the tables on Ted in the court. ln the 
film and in the responses of American women in 
this study Joanna Kramer symbolized the op­
pressed woman who was struggling for "libera­
tion" (see Appendix 1 ). 

The findings in Sarah Jacobson's perceptive 
doctoral dissertation (1991) on American and 
Finnish female bank managers dovetail in many 
ways with the discussion above. She demonstrated 
how American female bankers talked about 
making a choice between motherhood and ca­
reer or juggling the two and how they never re­
ferred to public day care as a way to help them 
combine motherhood and career. As she put it 
"'jugglers' apparently wish to convey the impres­
sion that they accept and acclaim individual re­
sponsibility for their lives" (Jacobson, 1991 :176). 
The voices of Joanna Kramer and most of the 
American female students in this study echoed 
the views of the American female bankers in 
Jacobson's study. Finnish female bankers, some 
of whom were Swedish-speaking Finns, talked 
in terms of combining motherhood and career and 
about the supportive role that the welfare sys­
tem played in making this possible. Their views 
on a "balance" between family and work differ 
little, if at all, from those of Finnish female stu-



ARTICLES • MICHAEL BERRY 

dents of business. Day care and maternity leave 
are considered normal ways to promote equality 
within Finnish society and gender equality within 
the family. 

CONCLUSION 

The American speech in this study revealed: 
(1) A coding of physical and social space which
holds that problems can often be solved by cre­
ating physical distance from the problem and the
social relationships associated with the problem.
This coding of space could be heard in implicit
and explicit use of the cultural myth of dignity
(Berger) and frontier opportunity (Berry) which
held that there is opportunity over the horizon for
the courageous individuals who break away from
group and hierarchical oppression. (2) A coding
of societal institutions which preferred liberal ar­
rangements (as the concept is understood in
Western Europe). (3) A coding of "equality" which
assumed that "equality of opportunity" was fos­
tered best when the state is generally limited to
enforcing contract and keeping societal and in­
stitutional restrictions on individuals to a mini­
mum. (4) A coding of "responsibility" which be­
gan with responsibility to "self"; without a healthy
concept of "self," it is difficult to be responsible
to others. (5) A coding of "independence" which
assumed that the real "selr was above all social
roles that society might impose. (6) A coding of
"choice" that assumed an abundance of "choice"
if the individual is not constrained by society and
institutional arrangements.

ln contrast to the American speech, the Finn­
ish speech in this study revealed: ( 1) A coding of 
physical and social place which held that prob­
lems must be solved on the spot within existing 
social relationships. This coding of place could 
be heard in implicit and explicit use of the cultur­
al myth of sisu which held that one must "go 
through gray granite" to solve difficult problems. 
(2) A coding of societal institutions which held
that social democratic arrangements such as day
care and maternity leave were considered nor­
mal and good. (3) A coding of "equality" which
considered "equality of condition" a prerequisite
for "equality of opportunity". (4) A coding of "re­
sponsibility" which began with responsibility to
others and ended with responsibility to oneself.
(5) A coding of "autonomy" which assumed the
legitimacy of societal and institutional limits but
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"independence" within those parameters. (6) A 
coding of "choice" that assumed an abundance 
of "choice" as long as "autonomy" was respect­
ed and society provided support for an adequate 
degree of "equality of condition." 

The speech of American and Finnish female 
students in this study rejected the legitimacy of 
extensive social hierarchy but differed over the 
legitimacy of long-term group identity. Their 
speech also revealed a shared concern about 
gender inequality but rather fundamental differ­
ences over acceptable solutions to the problem. 
The Finnish and American female students spoke 
about the tensions that women experience when 
striving to be a "good" person, a "good" woman, 
a "good" mother and a "good" career person. 
These tensions exist in both societies but the talk 
about the nature of the problem and possible 
solutions were different. The American students 
tended to see Joanna Kramer as a trapped wom­
an who had to escape from an impossible situa­
tion in order to be "independent" and to "find 
herselr. The Finnish students tended to describe 
Joanna as a person who gave up her "autono­
my" and status of equality in the marriage rather 
than acting on her desire to combine motherhood 
and work. 

As the students responded to Joanna Kram­
er's speech, they tended to universalize the le­
gitimacy of institutional arrangements in their own 
cultures, they spoke and were heard within their 
respective speech communities via different cul­
tural myths and they assumed different models 
of personhood and sociation. These cultural re­
sponses positioned social identities of gender 
differently. This suggests that being a person is 
not the same for these students. Consequently, 
perceptions of being a woman who is a mother 
and has a career are not the same, and solu­
tions to the challenges posed by being a mother 
and having a career/not having a career are dif­
ferent. 

As scholars develop new approaches to study­
ing persons in orgnnizations as well as the re­
lationship between the persons' lives inside and 
outside the organization, progress towards gen­
dering organization theory and organization top­
ics can benefit from an additional focus on cul­
tural speech. An ethnographic approach to cul­
tural communication offers one uncharted path 
to discovery of the unexpected when attempting 
to come to grips with some of the complex rela­
tionships between speaking and listening as a 
"woman", as a "man" and as a "cultural person". 
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APPENDIX 1 

Note on the methodology of the ethnographic 
discovery process, research results and the 
author's cultural/ideological perspectives. 

The research method was one of ethnograph­
ic discovery in which students were introduced 
to strategies for discovering and understanding 
themselves as cultural beings. This essay is the 
outgrowth of several interrelated projects. Spe­
cifically, it reports a discovery by the teacher-re­
searcher who first interpreted student responses 
through the prism of gender expectations and 
eventually began to understand that the respons­
es that he was capable of hearing and interpret­
ing were motivated more by cultural than by gen­
der. The origins of this essay date from a deci­
sion to use the film Kramer versus Kramer as a 
basis for discussion about American society in 
conversational English classes. During the first 
session most of the Finnish male students were 
critical of Joanna Kramer. The female students, 
who are often more talkative than the male stu­
dents, remained rather quiet. 1 interpreted the 
male responses to be typical of men but remained 
puzzled by the female responses. 

lntrigued, 1 decided to continue the discussion 
the following week. At that point several Finnish 
female students voiced very strong criticism of 
Joanna Kramer - much stronger than the criti­
cism of male students. Something significant had 
happened but I did not yet know what I had stum­
bled upon. The next new group of students in­
cluded several Americans and students from 
central and southern Europe. We watched the 
film and focused on the actual explanations that 
Joanna Kramer gave for her conduct. Over a 
period of three or four weeks I listened intently 
to the evolution in the discussions that moved 
beyond the film but often returned to explore rea­
sons behind the different responses to Joanna 
Kramer's identity crisis. 

The student responses fell into three general, 
albeit overlapping, categories with different views 
on social and spatial relationships and assump­
tions of gender equality/inequality: (1) Many of 
the Finnish students, male and female, found it 
difficult to listen to Joanna Kramer's explanations 
for what she did, couldn't understand why she 
"ran far away from responsibility" when she was 
"in a position to shape up her husband", and 
considered her "weak", "irresponsible" and "self­
ish". (2) The American students had no difficul­
ties following Joanna's arguments regardless of 
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whether they thought she should get custody of 
her son. ln contrast to the Finnish students, 
American students assumed inequality in the 
marriage and seemed to be saying that Joanna 
had no choice but to distance herself from an 
oppressive environment. (3) Female students 
from central and southern European countries 
with a strong Catholic tradition heard Joanna's 
story, but only to the extent that she was op­
pressed by inequality in the marriage (see Ap­
pendix 2). They assumed that the mother should 
get custody but they could not understand why 
Joanna went so far away from family and friends. 
By the end of this series of discussions I knew 
that an intriguing discovery process was under­
way. Subsequent research has confirmed the 
categories described above. 

lmpetus for pursuing the discovery process also 
came from outside the classroom. When I told 
several American female professors of commu­
nication and management about my preliminary 
findings, 1 noticed that they were all surprised. 
As one put it, "I thought Finnish women were lib­
erated." These responses from intelligent and 
respected scholars convinced me that a "rich 
point" discovered was a point that could not be 
ignored. Barbara Czarniawska-Joerges (1994) 
wrote in the editorial to a special issue on gen­
der in the Scandinavian Journal of Management 
that "the way gender is constructed obviously 
differs from one country to another." Perhaps that 
which is obvious in one setting or at one level of 
understanding is not quite as obvious elsewhere 
or at another level of understanding. 

Method, sample, results 

More than two hundred Finnish students have 
participated in exercises related to the Kramer 
versus Kramer film and have responded to other 
decision-making exercises during the past sev­
en years. The objective of the exercises is to help 
the students develop strategies for detecting cul­
tural patterns in the ways they talk and act. ln 
this way students contribute significantly to con­
structing the meanings that form the "data" for 
the interpretation of their cultural speech (Car­
baugh and Hastings, 1992; van Manen, 1990; 
Berry 1997b, in press a, in press b). English was 
the language of communication but Finnish was 
used whenever necessary for controlling the cul­
tural meanings of abstract concepts. 

The students come from the fields of business, 
political science and humanities in five different 
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Finnish universities in southern and central Fin­
land. No attempt has been made to determine 
regional variations in cultural speech but analy­
sis of student speech has not yet revealed any 
significant regional differences related to the cod­
ing of equality, responsibility, autonomy/inde­
pendence and choice. Some students from Savo 
in the northeast and from the west coast of Fin­
land seemed to hear parts of the myth of frontier 
opportunity better than other students because 
of the late stage in the settlement of Savo and 
access to the sea on the west coast; but these 
students did not associate movement across 
space to find new beginnings with an American 
concept of individual identity. Approximately hait 
the sample is female, and approximately hait of 
the female sample consists of business students. 

An explanation for the focus on Finnish female 
business students is in order. First, 1 selected the 
speech of female business students because they 
are the closest to Joanna Kramer and universi­
ty-educated American females in terms of gen­
der, and they are generally more sympathetic to 
American society than students in the humani­
ties and social sciences. This approach minimiz­
es possible expression of negative responses to 
Joanna Kramer from a sample of students who 
have an above average negative attitude towards 
Americans. Observation of student attitudes to­
wards the United States is based on more than 
twenty years of teaching Finnish students with a 
variety of social, economic and ideological back­
grounds. Second, despite the general ideologi­
cal difference between business students and 
students in the humanities and social sciences, 
preliminary analysis of data has not yet revealed 
any significant differences between female busi­
ness students and other Finnish students. There 
is a spectrum of views in every category of stu­
dents but the variations in the coding of equality, 
responsibility, autonomy/independence and 
choice is rather similar within each category 
whether the category is (1) male or female stu­
dents, (2) students of business, political science 
or the humanities, (2) married or unmarried stu­
dents, (3) students under twenty-five years of age 
or open university students in their thirties and 
forties or (4) a small sample of Swedish-speak­
ing students. 

Perhaps the most significant difference in the 
student sample is between female and male stu­
dents. Female students believe that equality and 
autonomy should be emphasized and insisted 
upon whenever necessary. Male students are 
less likely to emphasize equality and autonomy 
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but most accept and agree that equality and au­
tonomy are important for women and men. On­
going analysis of the male student speech sug­
gests that (1) male students taka for granted that 
which female students know comes only with 
persistence and vigilance, (2) there is a male 
preference for some hierarchical role in marriage 
but male students also want to marry a clever 
woman and recognize that many university-edu­
cated women will not accept inequality and (3) 
male students tended to assume that it is wom­
en rather than men who are problematic when 
discussing gender-related issues. 

Male expressions of these views were often 
implicit; female expressions were often explicit. 
These differences between Finnish male and fe­
male students fade, however, when their views 
on gender equality are compared with those of 
American students and European students out­
side the Nordic countries. The divisions among 
students generally evolved according to culture 
rather than gender. Finnish male and female stu­
dents had more in common and American male 
and female students had more in common dur­
ing group discussions than was the case for the 
male or female students from those countries. A 
small minority of male and female Finnish stu­
dents did identify, however, with parts of Joanna 
Kramer's speech and acts. Most of those stu­
dents either had very high individualistic profiles 
on the exercise adapted from work by Mary Doug­
las and Aaron Wildavsky or they had experienced 
a very unequal and unsuccessful relationship. 

The sample of American female exchange stu­
dents is small, only about fifteen, but their speech 
generally confirmed Gerry Philipsen's (1992) 
cultural analysis of Joanna Kramer's speech and 
acts. The public myth of finding new beginnings 
elsewhere out west seemed to enable Americans 
to listen to Joanna Kramer even if they con­
demned her conduct. Significantly, no American 
student advocated a Finnish-type system of so­
cial welfare or maternity leave and state-spon­
sored daycare for middle-class mothers during 
class discussions or in their diary entries. They 
often expressed appreciation of the rather exten­
sive gender equality in Finland but little interest 
in having a more extensive social support sys­
tem in the United States to foster gender equal­
ity. A government role for one acceptable pro­
gram would involve a role for many unaccepta­
ble programs. 

Four factors have emerged during the study to 
explain different aspects of Finnish female re­
sponses to Joanna Kramer's identity crisis: (1) A 
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powerful emotional experience, e.g. an unsuc­
cessful marriage, can override any initial cultural 
response. (2) The existence of public myths in­
fluences the extent to which students are willing 
to listan to or capable of following the persona! 
account of another person's acts. (3) The speech 
and the acts of a person from another culture are 
often interpreted via cultural models of person­
hood and sociation. (4) lnstitutional arrangements 
in one culture influence responses to the speech 
and acts of a person in another culture. The pre­
liminary results of a two-year cooperative project 
in Austria suggests that these four factors are 
also fundamental to understanding the respons­
es of Austrian business students to Joanna Kram­
er's identity crisis. The Austrian cultural myths, 
models of personhood and sociation, and insti­
tutional arrangements differ, however, from those 
in Finland and the United States. 

Cultural subjectivity of the author 

1 grew up in different parts of the United States, 
am married to a Finn, have lived in Finland since 
1 came in 1975 as a Fulbright professor of Amer­
ican History and International Relations. 1 con­
sider myself a partial insider/outsider in Ameri­
can and Finnish cultures and a participant-ob­
server in the research process. 1 have done re­
search on cultural aspects of international man­
agement and comparative political economy, on 
Finnish-American diplomatic relations and on the 
symbolic role of the image "Finland" in American 
cultural speech and the image "America" in Finn­
ish cultural speech. 

My approach to history has provided a basis 
for integrating the insights of the ethnography of 
communication into my teaching and research. 
My ideological preference is somewhere between 
the Nordic concepts of social liberalism and so­
cial democracy. 1 consider gender inequality a 
burden for men and women but recognize that 
women carry the more obvious and often the 
heavier part of the burden. 1 consider gender 
equality for well-educated women important but 
not as important as equality among human be­
ings. 1 do not know whether these views reflect 
the male or the egalitarian in me, perhaps a little 
of both. 

Most of my teaching and research currently 
focuses on creating learning environments in 
which students and businessmen can develop 
strategies for becoming aware of themselves as 
cultural beings. This awareness process has 
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proven to be pedagogically sound (Berry, in press 
a, in press b, 1997b), and has revealed insights 
into values and social practices that impact on 
cultural identity and intercultural communication. 
A person who listens carefully to the speech of 
others as they respond to different situations is 
well positioned to gain insights into cultural mod­
els of personhood and sociation - both his/her 
own and those of others. This essay is a partial 
result of the learning process that I have experi­
enced as a teacher, consultant and researcher. 

APPENDIX 2 

Two American voices and a southern 
European voice 

The voices below speak about themselves 
while explaining their perceptions of Finnish re­
sponses to Joanna Kramer's identity crisis. 

American voice /: Sally 

ln all our class exercises we have discussed 
the idea of group vs. self. ... ln reacting to Joan­
na's explanations, 1 sympathized with her nega­
tive feelings of self-worth. Because I have always 
been taught that every individual needs self-es­
teem, 1 could understand her feelings. Although 
1 didn't agree with her decision to "find herselr 
in California, it didn't seem like that unusual of a 
thing to do because I have lived in California and 
heard people talking about such things all the 
time .... Just because I didn't find it odd, howev­
er, 1 didn't have to agree with it. As a matter of 
fact, 1 found her justifications of leaving unaccept­
able. 1 believe that her primary responsibility was 
to her family .... My reaction to the myths was 
similar .... ln school I was always taught how 
important individual opportunity and freedom are 
to the American people. We were taught to ad­
mire the "rugged individuals" who helped pioneer 
the American nation. My history teachers seemed 
to make it sound like every "real" American held 
individual rights as their most important cultural 
value." 

1 found most Finns in my group felt...a little 
sympathy towards Joanna, but didn't support her. 
Some Finns, however, were not even able to 
sympathize with her or even listan to her argu­
ments. They could not comprehend why a per­
son might think about leaving group ties. This is 
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where our discussion of the Finnish and Ameri­
can myths of frontier helped us understand these 
reactions. Because the Finnish myth of frontier 
emphasizes sticking together to overcome obsta­
cles, those Finns who could not listen to Joanna 
were highly influenced by this Finnish tradition 
of "sisu". 

American voice 11: Mary 

... the true concept of Joanna's "finding her­
self" was never truly understood by the non­
American members of the group. Through the 
concept is quite difficult to explain, it has very 
little to do with "maturing" or "becoming adult" or 
"becoming able to take care of Billy." These are 
examples of possible ways the non-Americans 
understood the concept. However, it has more 
to do with inner searching and metal health and 
growth, which then allowed Joanna to mature, 
become an adult, or become able to care for Bil­
ly. The concept and the distinctions are very hard 
to explain, but even more difficult to grasp for 
members of another culture .... The Finnish myth 
of Sisu was equally difficult to non-Finns to com­
prehend, and put similar strains on the commu­
nication process. 

lt became clear that due to the assumed equal­
ity between men and women, Finns were more 
apt to see Joanna as equally responsible for the 
problems in the marriage. ln addition, by not 
standing up to Ted and instead choosing to flee 
the situation, Joanna was the suitable one to 
carry the blame for the failure of marriage. Of 
course persona! opinions varied and not ali of the 
Finns subscribed to this, yet based on a cultural 
assumption of equality, Joanna was more apt to 
be seen as the weaker person by the Finns. This 
contrasts a pervasive attitude among cultures 
with less equality that Joanna was a 'victim' of 
the situation; therefore her leaving was the prod­
uct of the environment and she should not be 
blamed for it or labeled as a failure. 

Americans [in the course] clearly see women 
and men as unequal.... This assumed inequality 
allows Joanna to escape much of the blame in 
the eyes of the Americans, and is seen much 
more as a victim of the situation. The Finns, on 
the other hand, seem to start from a position 
assuming much more equality between individu­
als and the sexes. For this reason Joanna was 
criticized for her lack of Sisu, for giving up trying 
to communicate with Ted, for not being stronger 
and fighting harder. 
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A southern European voice: Patricia 

The question in the Kramer versus Kramer 
analysis from which I learnt most was the custo­
dy matter. We were asked to tell to whom we 
would have given custody ... it seemed an irrele­
vant question to me as it was obvious that I would 
have done like in the movie, given custody to 
Joanna .... 1 was very surprised to find out in the 
discussion group that [Jane] from the U.S. and 1 
were the only ones who would have done so . 

While in Finland I found out that my culture is 
very hierarchically structured .... This kind of struc­
ture is typical for countries with a Catholic back­
ground .... lt's everybody's duty to maintain this 
structure. 

Last week on my way to school I saw a man 
hanging children's laundry on the clothesline. My 
first reaction was: "How sweet." My second re­
action: "Poor him." and my third reaction: "Why 
did I even notice this?" 

1 remember there was a Finnish girl in my dis­
cussion group who was totally against Joanna. 
According to her, Joanna was a bad woman and 
a bad mother and there was no doubt that the 
girl would have granted custody to Ted. 1 first was 
shocked by the girl's behavior, 1 didn't understand 
her at all. 1 thought she completely denied Joan­
na's rights as a woman. 1 wondered why an 
"emancipated Finnish woman" like that girl could 
think this way? Now I understand that this girl 
simply had another starting point than me. There 
was no need in the girl's opinion to "protecr Joan­
na, what I was doing. 1 felt some kind of female 
solidarity with Joanna. ln the girl's eyes Joanna 
WAS equal to Ted. Joanna was stupid enough 
not to behave as an equal but being minor to Ted 
during their whole marriage. The girl thought that 
Joanna should have had a backbone and taken 
her chances of equality instead of leaving her 
husband and, even worse, her child. My starting 
point was the opposite, to me Ted was "the hier­
archical stronger one" in their relationship who 
misused his power and didn't give Joanna any 
chance to bloom. For me Ted was guilty, where­
as for the girl Joanna was. 
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