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Chance observations may also support Hofstede’s conclusion that Pakistani people accept, in most cases without hesitation, the unequal distribution of power in society. Obeying powerful people and groups without questioning appears to be a typical Pakistani national character trait

In ground breaking research on organisational culture spread over fifty countries and tapping 116000 respondents, Geert Hofstede identified four major dimensions of national organisational culture: power distance, uncertainty avoidance, individualism, and masculinity. 

The first dimension relates to a group’s acceptance of the unequal distribution of power; the second to how organisations feel threatened by ambiguous situations; the third to the tendency of fending for oneself rather than caring for others in an organisation. The fourth highlights the predominance of traditionally masculine values like assertiveness, aggressiveness and competitiveness in an organisation. These cultural dimensions operate as value systems that regulate people’s behaviours.

Hofstede and his co-researchers found that the applicability of these cultural dimensions varies according to geographical regions. For instance, in the USA they found a high level of individualism and a low level of power distance prevalent in organisational cultures. In some Asian countries they found a high level of uncertainty avoidance and collectivism. Based upon such evidence Ivancevich and Matteson, both professors at the University of Houston, Texas, deduced that Pakistani organisational culture may be low on individualism because of a tight social framework and emotional dependence on others, both characteristic of the culture here. One might add that Pakistani culture may also rank high on uncertainty avoidance.

Possibly it is typical of the Pakistani psyche to be intolerant of uncertainty regarding the future. We as a people prefer to see the future as stable and predictable. Chance observations may also support Hofstede’s conclusion that Pakistani people accept, in most cases without hesitation, the unequal distribution of power in society. Obeying powerful people and groups without questioning appears to be a typical Pakistani national character trait. Of course there are exceptions, as in all cases, where individuals and groups in Pakistan continue to struggle against power hoarders. But they are exceptions rather than the rule. 

Observation may also lead one to speculate that Pakistanis prefer set rules and regulations to govern their behaviour. Low-risk work and life options are preferred to the aggressive and competitive attitudes prevalent among Europeans and North Americans. Hence, some Asians, including Pakistanis appear to be intolerant of ambiguity.

In the late forties and early fifties, Fritz Heider had proposed that humans strive to understand and predict the world they live in, including their social world. He proposed that we formulate theories about what is going on around us, such that we attribute certain “causes” to events and happenings. He called the process of identifying causes for events, attributions. Attributions make our understanding of the external world easy and understandable. Some people think their life situation is caused by external causes and events, and may attribute the general economic climate, rate of inflation, the examination system in schools and universities or the political system as direct causes of their life events. Opposed to them there are others who think that it is their ability, effort, personality, and intelligence that determine their life situation. 

Attributions can be stable or unstable. Stable attributors make permanent and universal attributions; they feel things and circumstances do not change. Those who make unstable attributions, in contrast, think that nothing is permanent and that they face new conditions and circumstances with the passage of time, which are particular in nature and vary according to geographical regions.

The average Pakistani may be described as uncertainty-avoiding and power distant; someone who makes external and stable attributions. We think that our social paradigm is caused by external factors, which are beyond our control. We also feel that things won’t change. Given our cognitive disposition, we generally accept unequal distribution of power to ensure a certain future. 

Such a collective-cognitive structure may predispose us to the problems that beset our nation today. Do psychologists suggest ways and means of changing or modifying this collective thinking? They most certainly do; attribution training is one such strategy, which we will tackle some other time.
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