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Chapter One

Differences in Culture:
An Intercultural Perspective

XUEF BXHLAA

Leérning Outcome

rAf'rer' this Chapter, you should be able to W
¢ Understand why Intercultural communication is a necessity .

@ Define the implications of Culture and appreciate the cultural gap

@ Explain the root of differences between the East and the West

4 Briefly describe the attributes of Confucian, societies

| @ Understand that Culture is neither right or wrong, merely different

Zoom-in

Today an Internet search on the topic of intercultural communication or cross-
cultural communication yields over 100 000 results. In recent years practitioners in
a wide variety of fields such as scientific cooperation, academic research,
business, management, education, health, culture, politics, diplomacy,
development, and others have realized just how important intercultural
communication is for their everyday work. Fast travel, international media, and
the Internet have made it easy for us to communicate with people all over the
world. The process of economic globalization means that we cannot function in
isolation but must interact with the rest of the world for survival. The global
nature of many widely diverse modern problems and issues such as the
environment, governance of the Internet, poverty and international terrorism call
for cooperation between nations. Intercultural communication is no longer an

L d 1 L]
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option, but a necessity. :

Because important decisions in business, politics, education, health, and
culture these days usually effect citizens of more than one nation, the question of
whether communication between people of different nations is effective and
whether all parties emerge with the same understanding is of crucial importance.
Individuals who deal with people from other cultures watit to l€arn how to improve
their performance through improving their communication skills. Numerous
resources have sprung up to meet this emerging market in the business, academic
and international relations communities: leading authors have written books and
articles on the topic; business services provide consultation for improving the
conduct of international business; universities and other educational institutions
offer programs or degrees in Intercultural Communication; and researchers have
established international journals and academic societies specializing in research on
intercultural communication. In fact, intercultural communication has becomie a
business in itself.

The Implications of Culture( 34 # &%)

Each person is shaped by a unique combination of inheritance and experierice.
People in the same community or environment share many experiences and learned
patterns of behavior which become so familiar that they may be unaware that
other groups have very different systems. Culture is often thought of and
composed of the products of a civilization: art, music, dance, literature,
architecture, clothes, foods, and festivals. These are the aspects of culture which
can be discovered through the senses and are obvious sources of discussions,
delight and comparison.

When working in international projects, it is the hidden aspects of cultural
differences([3#K A 3¢ fL 2 F) that have the greatest impact on daily interaction
with members of the local community and with c¢olleagues, managers, or staff.
Ways of problem solving, conversing(32%%,1##%), building relationships, making
requests are all learned from childhood and reinforced and adapted through
experience. By observing parent, siblings(5i3%#H%), and peers as they interact
we do not only establish patterns of behavior but sets of values and beliefs.
Workplace groups establish their own set of norms (¥, ¥ ) influence& by
roles, academic field, status, funding tasks etc. Rules of behavior become so well
established and internalized that we may never be conscious that our own “culture”

e 2.



Differences in Culture: An'intercultural Perspective
is not universal. These learned rules, values and beliefs become “the software of
the mind” (Hofstede, 1992) or the filter Gt 38 #%, 38 2 %) through which we
interpret events around us. In the same situation, individuals with different
mental software may have totally different reactions.

Culture is Neither Right Nor Wreng, Merely Different( X AL 314, N{NBERM
g2) ' :
To ask “Which is right” or “Which is better?” misses the point. “Rightness”
derives from context, and is always subjective. Equally, culture is not wrong, but
it is always partial, i.e. it is limited in its perspective and is based on (only one of -
many potential interpretations of the world.
Tips for appreciating different cultures:
¢ Withhold judgment. Try to understand rather than judge.
» Two very different perspectives can both be “right” simultaneously. We need to
hold these in balance, not impose our own perspective.
» Accept that other perspectives may be beyond your understanding, but as valid
as your own.
¢ On the other hand, be assured that your own cultural perspective is as valid as
anyone else’s.
(Information kindly provided by Mackie Chase, Director for the Center for
Intercultural Communication, Continuing Studies, The University of British
Columbia . )



Culture Differences Between East and West
(R SCAk B2 R
What leads to the cultural difference? The cultures of the East and the West
really distinguish each other a lot. This is because the culture systems are two

separate systems on the whole.

Part One Origins of Eastern & Western Cultures

The origin of the eastern cultures is mainly from two countries: China and
India. Both of the two cultures are gestated (2 # ) by rivers. In China, the
mother river is the Yellow River while the Indian one is the Hindu River. These
two cultures were developed for several thousand years and formed their own
styles. Then in Tang Dynasty of China, the Chinese culture gradually went
overseas to Japan, mixed into the Japanese society and shaped the Japanese culture
nowadays. Though a bit different from the Chinese one, it belongs to the same
system.

When the two mother rivers gave birth to the eastern culture, another famous
culture was brought up on the Mesopotamian Plain!— the Mesopotamian
Civilization. This civilization later on developed into the cultures of the Ancient
Greece and Ancient Rome. And these two are well-known as the base of the
European culture. Like the Chinese culture, the European one also’ crossed
waters. When the colonists of England settled down in America, their culture
went with them over the Atlantic Ocean. So the American culture doesn’t
distinguish from the European one a lot.

At the same time, the difference of the language systems adds to the cultural
differences. In the East, most languages belong to the pictographic language(RJE
3CF) while the Western languages are mostly based on the Latin system.

Other factors like human race difference counts as well. But what’s more, due
to the far distance and the steep areas between the East and West, the two cultures
seldom communicate until recent centuries. So they grew up totally in their own
ways with almost no interference from the other.

| FERFENREFERCPIEGIE Tigris 1 Euphrates B ftEkiE] (9t £ H , W4 FH 5T 7R
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Part Two How differently do people behave in daily life?

The differences are everywhere. They affect people’s ways of thinking and
their views of the world. Even in everyday life, the cultural differences show up
from the moment the eyes are opened to the minute the dreams are invited.

1. Greeting '

Greeting is ‘the first step to form a culture, because people begin to
communicate with others. The individuals become a community.

How do we Chinese greet each other? Informally, if we meet a friend in the
street, we are used to saying: “Hi, have you had your meal?” or “Where are you
going?”. When it is the case of two gentlemen, they tend to shake hands.

However, in the western countries, the above questions are just questions,
not greetings at all. They may think you're inviting them to dinner if you ask
about their meals. Usually, they’ll just give each other a smile or greet with a
“Hi”. They’ll shake hands only in some formal situations. By the way, westerners
can leave a party or meeting hall without a formal conge ! . Nor should they shake
hands with every attendee like most of us will do here.

2. Expressing gratitude

Think of the situations below. Your mother is busy in the kitchen. She
suddenly asks you to fetch a bowl for her. You do so. What'll your mother’s
response be? Probably she’ll just continue doing the cooking. After a while, the
dinner is ready. Your mother hands you your bowl of rice. What’s your response?
Probably just begin to eat.

In Chinese families, we rarely say “Thank you” to other family members for
Teceiving help or service. Neither will we say so between good friends. It’s such an
unpopular response that if you say it, the counterpart will think you are treating
him as a stranger, otherwise you are lacking of intimacy.

But in the West, “thank you” is one of the most frequently used sentences.
Teachers will thank a student for answering a question; husbands will thank his
wife for making a coffee.

However, as an interesting phenomenon, it’s a custom to say “thank you” in
Japan. No matter in family or among friends, Japanese chronically (AWiHE, 2%
PE#h) use it all the day. This is probably the aberrance({i#) of the culture.

1 Formal or authoritative permission to depart; leaving-taking iF 21 %]
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3. Dining

The ways people eat, that is, the table manner, really distinguish a lot. The
reason for this is probably because of the different dining tools and menus.

Easterners use chopsticks, or sometimes even grasp rice straightly with hands
as Indians do. The thin and long chopsticks cannot be used to cut food, so we
usually use our teeth to act as knives. We hold our food, meat or vegetable, with
the chopsticks, send them to the mouths, bite off a part of it and remain the other
part on the chopsticks. That’s the usual way we eat. We are also used to hold up
our bowls when having rice or soup. Japanese hold bowls to have miso soup( H 4x
‘EKJIHENE}‘%) without spoons. But all these habits are considered rude in the western
countries. ' .

The etiquette((L1X,#L%5) in the West requests that when eating, bowls and
plates cannot leave the tables. Food should be cut by knives to fit into the mouths.
Of course your mouth cannot touch the plates or bowls. So the regular process is
like this. You cut your steak on the plate with fork and knife, send the meat cube
into the mouth with fork and nothing will return but the fork alone.

4. Symbolizing

Symbolization is how people imagine or regard something. It actually reflects
the way people think. The followings are some symbolization that frequently
appears in daily life.

First is about the colors. We often give each color some meanings, because we
feel differently when facing different colors. So people always have preference
when choosing colors of clothes, decorations, etc. In the APEC summit( ¥ & 232
HZUES) held in Shanghai several years ago, on the last day, the presidents from
all over the world wore the traditional Chinese Tang suits(f%) and took a photo
together. The colors of the suits were chosen by themselves freely. However, it’s
quite interesting to find that most easterners chose red while most of the
westerners préferred blue. To explain this, it’s easy to realize that what red means
is almost opposite in the East and the West. Red means luck, fortune here. We
Chinese often use this color to decorate in festivals, such as red lanterns, red
Chinese nodes(#[E%5), red bangers. But red stands for blood, revolutions in the
West. So the presidents avoided Wearing this unlucky color.

Another interesting discovery is about the dragons. In the East, dragons are
imagined as something like snake and are flowing in the sky for most of the time.
The dragon is said to have the face of the horse, the horns of the deer, the ears of

« .




