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» General Characteristics of Chinese Culture

Chinese culture is a culture of jade. Its invaluable beauty can only be truly
appreciated by the connoisseur, Chinese culture is also a culture of tea. The difference
between sugar water and tea is the flavor over time. Sugar water has a sweet, simple
taste that does not change, whereas tea, although bitter at first, is complex, and its
flavor transforms over time.

Chinese culture is a background culture. In the Science World — a Channel 10’s
program of CCTV, a science report said: American scientists conducted an experiment
to find the difference between Chinese perceptions and Western perceptions. They asked
several overseas Chinese, Japanese, Korean and several Westerners to dive together into
the ocean. After they were pulled into the ship, they were asked what they had seen.
The Asians said they had noticed the beauty of the underwater scene with its corals and
starfish. The Westerners said they had noticed the fish and other creatures in the ocean.

» Collectivism

Collectivism is the nature of Chinese culture. Chinese people usually say “we”.
They evaluate themselves and others in groups. Most Chinese pursue group harmony
instead of an individual specialty. Chinese usually say, “The exposed part of a rafter in
a roof rots first,” or, “The bird that leaves the nest first is shot to death.” The
proverbs mean a man or a lady who tries something new or different from others
individually and first will mostly fail and not be accepted by the society. The culture

discourages individualism and encourages group harmony.

# Kinships
Kinships are still the most important relationships for Chinese people. The
members of an extended family support each other financially and spiritually, even after

they live in separate houses. For example, the sisters, brothers, cousins, nephews,



nieces, uncles and aunts will still help and support each other when the children get
married. During troubling times, Chinese people first seek assistance from their

relatives.

» Lack of Punctuality

Chinese people do not arrive at appointments or meetings exactly on time. They
are usually a few minutes late. Older people and people with senior rank in the society
will most likely come a little later than others to show their position in the society. That

is a privilege and custom.

» Chinese Materialism
Chinese people are beginning to value financial success as a result of globalization.

But most of them value their friends and family members more than money.

» Avoiding Eye Contact

In the past, making eye contact was offensive to feudal officers and the emperor,
so it is now common for children and people of lower social status to avoid eye contact.
Shy people usually do it. And people do it out of respect; not to ignore or look down

on another, as this practice is often misinterpreted in Western countries.

» Making Conversation

Talking about personal topics is very popular in China. It is common for most
people to ask about your salary, your family members, your job, and other personal
subjects in western countries. It is very offensive in the western countries but it is polite
and accepted to do so in China, especially to open conversations. Yet it is polite for
foreigners to stay silent or tell Chinese people that discussing these topics is not a
Western custom. Most people will then stop. More and more people are getting to know
the Western custom.

It is common for Chinese to ask foreigners where they are from. There are quite a
lot of young people who want to make friends with foreigners, even when they have just
met them. The following conversations are very common in China between foreigners

and Chinese:

Chinese A: Hello!
American B: Hi!
Chinese A: Where are you from?
American B: I am from the States-USA.
Chinese A: 1 am Guoqing Zbhang. My English Name is Peter Zhang.

American B: I am Tom Johnsons.



Chinese A: What are you?
American B: I am an engineer in a motor corporation.
Chinese A: How much do you earn a month?
American B: I am afraid it is not a western custom to ask the question.
Chinese A: How old are you?
American B: Twenty Eight.
Chinese A: I am twenty six. Let’s be friends.
American B: I am sorry and it will take some time to be friends in USA.

That is not impolite in China. Nobody means offensive.

» Shaking Hands

The Western-style shaking of hands is now a common social behavior. Chinese
people do not give hugs to each other frequently. A male stranger who tries to hug to a
lady will probably be screamed at, but it is accepted and a custom for a lady to give a
hug to another lady even they are strangers to each other when they first meet. It is not

common for men to hug each other. It is safe to offer to shake hands with a stranger.

» Social Gatherings

Social gatherings such as parties, suburb traveling, dancing and other social
activities in China are usually divided along age lines. It is unusual for someone to join
a gathering of another age group. Age groups have different preferences. People in their
fifties and sixties like old revolutionary songs or music from the war against Japan in the
1940s. The young love pop songs, love songs, and cartoons. The old and middle-aged
people love classical things and reading, while the young love Internet talking and
satirizing readings.

The old and the young do not gather together not only because they prefer different
things but also because a lot of old people thought it is ridiculous to gather together with
the young.
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» General Characteristics of American Culture

Because of the history of the United States, American society has many different
classes, groups, races, and lifestyles. The cultural behavior of people in the United
States depends upon which part of the country they live in, and many times also
depends upon which countries their family members came from. Individuals can be
quite different from each other. However, there are general cultural characteristics that
determine the behavior of most people, even though every person you may come in
contact with will not behave in the same way.

The following is a list of some common cultural characteristics important for

foreigners to know.

¢ INDIVIDUALISM

Being independent and self-reliant is the American way. Most Americans do not
think of themselves as being representatives of their communities, families, or social
classes. It is important for teachers to see their students as individuals and allow them to

work by themselves and produce original work.

¢ LFQUALITY

The Declaration of Independence states, “all men are created equal”. The word
“men” means all human beings, not just males. In America, that statement is truly
believed. For example, if you want to apply for a job, it does not matter whether you
are female or male; young, middle-aged, or older. Your race does not matter, either.

The determining factors will be your education, experience, and ability.

€ INFORMALITY

People usually treat one another very informally, even in the presence of great
differences in age or social status. This is not a lack of respect; this is the custom in the
United States. For example, you may be invited to a party where there are old people,
young people, and middle-aged people; people who are rich and people who are not at
all rich; people of different races; and people who hold jobs of different social statuses.
However, each person will be treated informally — treated the same. Again, this is not
a lack of respect; this is the custom in the United States.



& PUNCTUALITY

Most people in the United States are punctual. That means they want to be on time
for any event. The people must be on time for their jobs, or they may lose their jobs. If
people must attend a business appointment, they should arrive a few minutes early,
because the appointment will begin at the exact time stated. If you cannot be on time,
you should let someone know. It is considered rude to be late. If you are invited to a
social event, you should not arrive early, but on time. It is also permissible to arrive

five or ten minutes late.

® MATERIALISM

Success in the United States is often measured in dollars. Many people think about
money and material possessions much of the time. As a result, you may think that
people ignore the more important things in life, like love and friendship. This is not
true; like people in every country, most people in the United States value friendship
more than wealth.

® MAKING CONVERSATION

Most people just have general conversation or “small talk” with acquaintances.
That means they talk about such things as sports, jobs, the weather, and past
experiences. Most people will not talk about religion, politics, or personal feelings with
strangers. Sex and bodily functions are also not discussed. This kind of general
conversation does not mean that people don’t like you. Rather, personal information is
only discussed with close friends and family members.

There are a few very common conversational exchanges in English, such as, “How
are you?” and, “How's it going?” These are just greetings, not true questions about
your life. Typical ways of saying good-bye are, “See you later,” or “See you soon. ”

People in the United States are curious. They will ask you a lot of questions. Some
of their questions may appear ridiculous, uninformed, and elementary, but try to be
patient in answering them. You may be the first person from your country they have
met, and they will have very little understanding of your life. Most people are sincerely

interested in learning about you.

& EYE CONTACT

When you have a conversation with someone in the United States, the speaker may
briefly look into the listener’s eyes, and then briefly look away. However, the listener
should look at the speaker’s eyes continuously. If you do not look into the eyes of the
person who is speaking to you, he or she will assume that you are not listening, or that

you are not very trusting.

€ TOUCHING
It must be understood that different parts of the United States have different




(0 ¢

%

customs about touching. Some people will greet a new acquaintance with a hug, or with
a hug and kiss on each cheek — usually people in the southern United States, often
people whose families are originally from Spain or South America. When you greet
someone in the most parts of USA for the first time, there will usually be a handshake.
After that, touching someone makes him feel very uncomfortable. You should keep an

arm’s-length distance between you and whomever you are talking to.

@ SHAKING HANDS

Men usually shake right hands when they first meet. Men did not usually shake
hands with a woman unless she offered her hand first in the past. Many older people
still observe it. Shake hands the first time you meet someone but not the second time,
and don’t shake hands when you are leaving. In a business environment, it’s customary
to shake hands with everyone, regardless of gender, and women are taught nowadays to
shake hands as well.

Right hands are clasped at waist level and at arm’s length. A firm squeeze occurs
while the hands are raised slightly, then lowered and released. Do not squeeze too
lightly or too strongly, and do not prolong the handshake.

& PHYSICAL CLEANLINESS

Americans do not like bad odors, especially coming from human bodies.
Americans think that bad breath and natural body odor are very offensive. Since it is
considered so offensive, if you have bad breath or body odor, most people will not
mention it to you. So Americans believe that we must have a bath or shower, wear
clean clothes, and brush our teeth every day. To mask body odor, Americans use
deodorant, which is applied to the underarms after taking a bath or shower. Toothpaste
and good dental hygiene will take care of bad breath.

Toilets and bathrooms are also not supposed to have bad odors. There are many

kinds of scented air sprays for use in bathrooms and around the toilet.

¢ SOCIAL GATHERINGS

Social gatherings are quite informal in the United States. Parties are opportunities
for people to gather, talk with each other, and relax. As a result, the host-guest
relationship, which is quite formal in many cultures, is very informal. Your host wants
you to “feel at home”. You may be greeted at the door with “Make yourself at home. ”
You enter the home just as if it were your own. Be comfortable and relaxed, and serve
yourself if food and drinks are laid out.

Invitations are usually informal. Often, someone will just telephone you to ask you
to come to a party or to dinner and will tell you the time and place: “Will you come
over Tuesday evening at 8; 007” A statement such as, “Come and see me sometime,”

or, “Drop in” is not an invitation. It means you must telephone before you go to visit.



If you accept an invitation, it is important that you be punctual. The host expects you to
call as soon as possible if you cannot attend the party or dinner. It is considered rude to
simply not show up. If you are not interested in the invitation, it is better to politely
refuse the date or appointment when it is offered. Refusing a date is not considered rude
in the United States.

A formal, written invitation requires a response and, often, a written response.

e If the invitation says “RSVP,” you must call or write to the host and tell him
whether or not you will be there. If you cannot attend or do not plan to attend,
say so. Do not say, “yes” just to be polite. The “RSVP” is to help the host
plan how much food and drink to prepare; an accurate count is necessary.

e If your invitation says, “Regrets only,” you only need to tell your host if you
do not plan to attend. If you are unsure how to dress because you do not know
whether the gathering is casual or formal, call the host and ask, “What should
I wear?”

e Student gatherings are much less formal. The time you arrive makes little
difference, because people come and go all the time. Many student parties are
“BYOB” (bring you own beverage). You will make enemies rapidly if you go
to parties and drink other people’s beverages. If a party is BYOB, then you
should BYOB!
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