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Universalism and Particularism

Universalism is an objective (Tedx Talks, 2013) cultural approach that is “roughly: ‘What is good and right can be defined and always applies’” (Trompenaars & Hampden-Turner, 2000, p. 8).  Conversely, particularism is a subjective (Tedx Talks, 2013) cultural approach where “far greater attention is given to the obligations of relationships and unique circumstances” (Trompenaars & Hampden-Turner, 2000, p. 8).  When faced with a dilemma, a universalist approach places a greater value on rules whereas a particularist approach places a greater value on relationships (Trompenaars & Hampden-Turner, 2000).  
Trompenaars (2000, p. 32) gives a great example of the difference between the universalist and particularist approaches when he writes about the two different ways sexual harassment would be seen in the workplace.  The universalist would have a problem with the harassment because it’s against the rules, whereas, the particularist would be upset by harassment because of the pain it brought to the victim.  Both sides believe harassment is wrong for two different reasons.
At work I find I experience this contrast at the beginning of every semester when it comes to chapel exemptions.  In my job in Spiritual Formation, I take a universalist approach when it comes to enforcing the chapel exemption deadline in order to remain consistent with all students.  There have been many times when a student has forgotten to submit it and come to my office requesting to submit their form past the deadline and I do not allow it, even when they have a good reason.  I tell them their options are to meet the requirement, or go on chapel warning, which is a means of grace for situations such as these and then make sure they submit their form on time the next semester.  In many of these cases, I see students with a particularist approach who believe they should be the exception to the rule for various reasons, especially if they have any type of relationship with me, and they sometimes get quite angry with me for standing my ground as they believe I don’t care about their situation.  Though I have great compassion for their reasons, and emotionally I really want to help them, professionally, I feel the obligation to remain consistent in enforcing the policy so it doesn’t appear as though I’m playing favorites by accepting some but not others.
At home I see the particularist in me shine through a little more.  Though we have some clear universal standards, such as lying not being tolerated, I try to deal with my boys according to what they need.  Their ages and personalities are quite different, so my husband and I approach each of them differently when it comes to certain expectations like schoolwork or bed time.  This sometimes brings the universalism out in my children who think they should all get to go to bed as late as their eldest brother.  Additionally, consequences for poor choices might look differently between our boys because they receive discipline differently.  Our third son is far more sensitive and quick to take responsibility for his mistakes and display a repentant attitude than our second son who seems to let things slide way more easily.  We try to discipline them in a way that helps them understand the gravity of what they’ve done while taking into consideration our relationship with each of them and what they need from us as their parents.
[bookmark: _GoBack]As I consider my tendencies in the different realms of family, social, and work environments, I think I come out in near the middle, which makes me feel wishy washy and sometimes hypocritical.  I think this shows me that I am from a universalist culture and have an idea of universalism playing out in my head, which is why I feel torn when my heart wants to grant an exception for everyone and value relationship over rules.  I think my faith also comes into play because I do believe the Bible contains universal truth that applies to all cultures and all circumstances, however, I also understand that they could apply the truths of Bible passages quite differently.  I think overall I often let the universalist approach win in my life, even to the extent that, when I make an exception for relationship, I then feel compelled to make an exception for everyone.  I think, deep down, I believe integrity looks like following the rules and enforcing them for everyone.  When it came to the friend hitting the pedestrian with the car example in the video and book (Tedx, 2013; Trompenaars & Hampden-Turner, 2000), my initial response was that I wouldn’t lie for my friend.  I found myself very pleased and relieved when he provided the alternative solution of encouraging the friend to tell the truth and then testify on their behalf to ask for leniency due to their honesty.  I love that we don’t have to remain with one side or the other.  When given enough time, thought, and intentionality, a solution can come that provides for both sides, and I’m grateful to be learning this process and how I can integrate it into my leadership at home, at work, and in society.
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