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Introduction

On a rainy night in August 1994, I landed at Capital Airport
in Beijing. It was after midnight when I finally collected my lug-
gage and walked through the Customs gate. Feeling nervous, I
was extremely relieved when I saw the smiling face of a man who
was holding a paper with my name on it. The man behind the
smile was Wang Hong, Director of Foreign Affairs at the Liaoning
Institute of Technology in Jinzhou. My job as a teacher of English
was about to begin. Wang Hong patiently and kindly guided me
through my first days in China.

In September, I was taking photos of one of my classes.
When we walked back to the classroom, I did not notice that a
beautiful lady had followed us. During the break, she introduced
herself to me. Her name was Wang Huiyan, and she was a teacher
in the Chemical Engineering Department of our school. The fol-
lowing week she also joined my class. When the class was over,
she walked with me for a while and invited me to her home the fol-
lowing Sunday. I accepted the invitation to my first Chinese home
with great joy and anticipation.

The Sunday afternoon that I spent with Wang Huiyan and her
husband, Liu Gexin, was very special. Not only was the food deli-
cious, but the friendship that blossomed will stay with me forever.
This friendship has also provided me with important lessons in Chi-
nese culture.

The students I have had the honor to meet and teach in China
have, on many occasions, become my teachers. Through reading
their journals in my writing classes, through discussions in oral
classes and having numerous meaningful visits, we have come to
know and understand each other. We have had many opportunities
to discuss the cultural differences between us. These students have
truly inspired me.

Having been born and raised in the United States, 1 am very
fortunate to have lived on the island of Guam for two years, in

I\



England for over three years, and in South Africa for six years. I
have also traveled through more than 25 countries. So you see, be-
ing in a foreign country is not anything new to me. However, my
experiences in China have been quite different from anything I have
experienced in any other country.

In China I cannot read the signs. I cannot speak to everyone
freely. Often I must depend on others to help and guide me. This
has made me more aware of the cultural differences between Amer-
icans and Chinese, and of the need to bridge the gap.

Before I came to China, I read as many books as I could about
Chinese culture. This helped me to feel comfortable in most situa-
tions. At least when something strange happened to me, I could
recall what I had read. Even though an event or custom may have
seemed strange, [ felt better knowing this particular thing was
normal in China.

Because my time in China has been extremely rewarding, I
wanted to give something back to the wonderful Chinese people.
After thinking about this for a long time, I finally came up with
the idea of sharing my culture with you, especially those who
would be traveling to the United States to study or work — I have
found a number of guide books in China about my country, but
none written by an American.

In writing this book, I have tried to think about what will
seem odd and strange to you on your first visit to the United
States. I have focused on things that are different between the two
cultures, and tried to explain them based on my understanding of
Chinese culture. The material covered in this book is meant to be
practical as well as educational.

I hope and trust that you will find the information in this book
helpful as you prepare for your own adventure in the United
States, and that you will keep an-open mind and use what you
learn to help to bring American and Chinese people closer together.

It is also important for me to make it very clear that it is not
my intention to be seen as encouraging you to go to the United
States and stay there permanently. I feel that anyone going to my
country, especially those going to further their education, has a re-
sponsibility to return to China and share what they have learned
with their fellow countrymen.

At the end of the book, you will find a form to fill in and mail
to me should you have any comments or suggestions about the ma-
terial covered. I would like to know whether you find the informa-
tion in this book helpful.



I wish you the very best as you travel to the United States and
beyond. May all your dreams come true. May you learn all you
need to know to help China continue to develop and to reach her
full capacity. May your troubles be little ones. May you find happy
memories that will stay with you forever.

Susan Simerly
Dongguan, China
November 1999
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Chapter 1  Cultural Differences

F—EF XMEF

The history of the United States began with the
early settlers about 500 years ago. The history of China
goes back about 5, 000 years; it is the history of a
country that develops the character and culture of its
people. China’s amazing tales of the rise and fall of the
great dynasties are an interesting contrast to t_he Ameri-
can history that centers on the ;i;t:ae':)f “ Manifest
Destiny”' which led to the expansion of the United
States from east to west. China and the United States
have different culture backgrounds. This chapter mainly

explores Sino-American ways of association.

EENALHT KL 500 FRIAARR K, F
E RS MR H#E 5000 Fhl. —MERAAE
BT HREROMERM . PESKIHHSH
REREEEXFMU" S ER " AT OCSEEENR
TEROAYKNDER—MEBHINLL, TER
EEEFRHIXHUE R, AEXERHENEALR
REHFEN—EER,

Generally speaking, Americans give a stereotypical

impression of being aggressive, outspoken and independent.
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Of course, not all Americans are like this. What gives
people outside of the United States this impression is the
way they see Americans portrayed in movies and what
they read about them in bo\oigar;d néwspapers. Watching
movies can easily give one the idea that all Americans are
rich and like violence! This is not true in either case.

The United States has been called a “melting pot”
because it is made up of immigrants from many countries,
each bringing with them the character and culture of their
motherland. A more recent description of the United
States is to characterize it as a “salad bowl.” In other
words, although the country is made up of diverse ethnic
backgrounds, they have not mixed together to become a
homogenous society, but have blended together in an
attempt to create a system of uni—trymin diversity.

Chinese culture has evolved and remained stable from

the strength of common values such as family, the system

begins with the importance of the family. Even the early
settlements of the Banpo people of Shaanxi Province indi-
cate the importance of family. The site shows how they
lived together in single family units and how they were
buried near each other. There was a sense of community
even in those early days. Consequently, the Chinese char-
acter is centered on harmony and the well-being of the
group, while Americans tend to be more concerned with
fulfilling the needs and desires of the individual. For a
Chinese person going to the United States for the first

time, this major change in the focus of the individual’s
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attitude toward society may be quite overwhelming. Rec-
ognizing and appreciating the cultural differences between
Chinese and American people are very important, especial-
ly in those first days while you are adjusting to living in a

new country.

B LR, REASG ABERE  BUR HRMML,
LR, REAFFEANM, 5 ALK FEIR 2 Af &
WARE B BENRT. SEEBREBHEAN
WHENREARERENERR 1, MEELE, XH
HHAEH,

XEEHKA B, BN ERBFLZERNBR
HR, XA RIHRT % B HE ARk, &
¥, XEXERANGRH", BaEHE, REXEHA
AR FRRE SO E &, (X SE R R A R —&,
HRARKBE -BRAEWA - ZTBMENERE
&,

BT AR ERN ', mMEE N FhRRR/RE
By R R BUA R, 18 - B &9 05 DL 3
HRFREE. RERREE ZEWSEFAFEAY
TR, AMER R MR EHAN B ERE THRE
HREME . BBR MR B AR EE N LA TG
—il, SEIE R EEAK AR B MR s A . ARE 9 AT
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FEFNE 5 EBY, T 38 B\ W SE A6 5] F 9% B A A KA 5k
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Meeting People 3Zfx

Probably the first difference you will notice will be
the questions asked when people meet each other. In Chi-
na it is common to greet a friend by asking, “Have you
eaten?” or “Where are you going?” In the United States
these questions will cause an unexpected reaction. If you
ask an American whether they have eaten, they would as-
sume to be an invitation to join you for a meal. If the per-
son is considerably younger than you, they may think that
you will pay for their meal. If you know the person very
well, it is acceptable to ask them where they are going,
otherwise this question would be considered personal. This
is a good example of the attitude of individuality and priva-
cy in American culture.

It would also be uncommon in the United States to
ask, “Are you busy?” in the same way it is asked in Chi-

na. You may ask this question, but if the answer you
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receive is “Yes, [ am,” then you should be sure to keep
the conversation very short, or ask if it would be more
convenient for you to come back to speak with the person
at a later time. If you are calling someone on the tele-
phone, then you should ask if it is convenient to ask them
a question or discuss something now or if it would be more
convenient for you to call them back later.

It is also common for peoplé to shake hands, especial-
ly when meeting a person for the first time. Sometimes
friends greet each other simply by using some form of ver-
ﬂexpression, at other times they may also shake hands.
This is more common between men, but it is also practiced
by women, especially in business or professional settings.

Another form of greeting between people who are
very familiar with each other is&gi;n_g. Hugging may al-
so occur when people meet for the first time, but share a
common bond.? For example, perhaps they have been cor-
responding for a long time, or perhaps they are introduced
to each other for the first time, but they have known
about each other for a long time and know they will now
have a close relationship. The two mothers of a bride and
groom might greet each other for the first time with a
hug. In most cases in the United States, it is acceptable
for women to hug men not related to them if they are close
friends.

People in some big cities may seem to be less friendly
than those you meet in small towns. In smaller towns, it
is common for people to nod their heads as a greeting when
walking down the street, whether they know each other

or not. If you are waiting in a line for a movie or perhaps
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in a bank, you might find that people will say something
to you just to be friendly. A typical greeting in this case
would simply be to say, “Hello,” or “How are you?”
Sometimes strangérs might say something about the
weather or a well-known news or sporting event as a way

of making some conversation.
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