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To know another’s language and not his culture is a very good way to
make a fluent fool of onesel f.

l —Winston Brembeck

’ The greatest distance between people is not space but culture.

—Jamake Highwater |
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1.1 Understanding Culture

/\ 1.1.1 Lead-in Cases

Case one

Once upon a time a marmoset decided to leave the forest and explore the great, wide
world. He traveled to the city and saw many strange and wonderful things but finally he
decided to return home. Back in the forest, his friends and relatives crowded round. “Well,”
they cried, “What did you see?” “I saw buildings made of concrete and glass, buildings so
high that they touched the sky,” said the marmoset. And all his friends and relatives
imagined glass branches scratching the sky.

“The buildings were full of people walking on two legs and carrying briefcases,” said
the marmoset. And his friends and relatives could almost see the people running along the

branches with their tails wrapping firmly around their briefcases.

Questions

1. Why did they imagine people with tails?

2. What made them misrepresent the image of people?




Case two

In the TV series Genghis Khan (% B ) produced by the CCTV studio, Genghis
Khan, on one occasion after heavy drinking, lay down on his “bed” and said to his
subordinates, “How delighted I am today! You have never known that the bed of middle
China is supported on four legs. You can never imagine how comfortable it is laying on it. ”
The subordinates racked their brains to understand. What they had in mind, however, was

but a horse, or a cow, or a camel that had four legs.
Questions

1. Why were they not be able to construct in their mind the image of a bed as it is?

2. What does this story tell us about understanding between cultures?
Case three
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Questions

1. Why do you think “Zhi Fu” (prefect) was mad at “Xian Guan” (county magistrate)?

2. What caused the difficulties in the communication?
Case four

In Hong Kong, a Chinese policeman A goes to his British superior B and asks for leave
to take his mother to the hospital.
A: Slr?

Yes, what is it?

: My mother is not very well,sir.

B:
A
B:
A
B:
A

So?
: She has to go into hospital, sir.

Well, get on with it. What do you want?
: On Thursday, sir.
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B: Bloody hell, man (fR4: ). What do you want?
A: Nothing, sir.

Questions

1. Why does B turn out to be angry at A in the conversation?

2. What caused the conflict between the two speakers?

/N 1.1.2 What is Culture?

It is true that as human beings we share commonalities. But there are many differences
that distinguish us from one another. It is just these differences that make the world diverse.
However, this is where miscommunication, misunderstanding and even conflict may occur.
What naturally follows is that we need to know something of other cultures as well as our
own if we hope to achieve development and harmony in the world.

What is Chinese about a Chinese? Or American about an American? Australian about an
Australian? German about a German? French about a French? . ..

In answering such questions, we would usually give a list of traits, certain ideas, certain
ways of behaving, or even certain products that would, in general, be associated with the
concept of “a Chinese” or “an American” or “an Australian”, etc. We would, in fact,
describe a culture. Members of a particular culture have certain things in common, e. g.
certain customs, certain gestures and certain foods. They may also share distinctive
artifacts, distinctive art, distinctive music, literature and folk stories.

The way of regarding culture as an observable pattern of behavior is a useful one but has
its limitations. One question that tends to remain unanswered is, “what leads members of a
particular culture to agree that certain behaviors have certain meanings. ” For example, how
does an Australian man know that when another man approaches him in a pub, pats him on
the back and says “How ya goin’ you ol’bastard”, he is expressing friendship and intimacy.

Members of a culture share patterns of behavior, and they also share models of how the
world works and how its myriads of aspects relate to each other. These models are crucial
not only in deciding how to interpret what is going on in any given situation, but also in
molding actions and responses. In other words, culture can be seen as shared knowledge,
what people need to know in order to act appropriately in a given culture.

However, it is also important to remember that culture is not a static entity. It is
constantly changing and evolving under the impact of and as a result of contact with other
cultures. Changes in certain aspects of culture, especially in the area of behavior and
customs, can occur rapidly. Changes in underlying values, e. g. in ways of looking at the
world, tend to be much slower.

What we see about culture is just the tip of the iceberg; the majority of it is intangible,
beyond sight.

Based on the above Questions, we need to clarify the definition of culture in a deeper
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sense. Semantically, the word “culture” stems from the Latin “colere”, translatable as “to

build on, to cultivate, and to foster”.

This term, referring to something constructed
willingly by men, composes the opposite of “nature” that is given in itself. According to
Hofstede, culture is the collective programming of the mind which distinguishes the
members of one category of people from another. (Hofstede, 1991)

Culture is a very extensive concept, it is very difficult to define it strictly and accurately
because culture involves too much. We may use some metaphors to symbolize culture and
may understand what culture is like through the following images: 1) culture is like an
iceberg; 2) culture is like the water a fish swims in; 3) culture is our software.

First of all, culture is like an iceberg (see Figure 1. 1), as mentioned above. What we
can see is only a very small part of the whole culture, just like the part of the iceberg in the
sea. This tangible part includes food, dress, paintings, architecture, statues, etc. The most
part of culture, however, just like the iceberg which is hidden under the sea, exists but
cannot be easily perceived such as views, ideas, attitudes, love, hatred, customs, habits and

SO oOn.
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Figure 1.1

Second, culture is like the water a fish swims in. Human beings are living in a certain
culture but even without realizing it, as a fish never finds out what it is like about the water
it swims in. We are not aware of culture, because we are too familiar with it, and it has just
become part of our living surroundings, or even part of us.

Last but not the least, culture is our software. Taking computer software for example,
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although hardware is important, software is the fundamental factor that determines how well
it serves the development of human society. High technology which is applied into computer
software is the key to human civilization, and the same to culture.

In a word, culture generally refers to a shared background (e. g. national, ethnic,
religious) resulting from a common language and communication style, customs, beliefs,
attitudes, and values. It includes the informal and often hidden patterns of human

interactions, expressions, and viewpoints that people in one culture share.
/N 1.1.3  Characteristics of Culture

1. Culture is learned, not hereditary

The needs that we are born with are basic needs such as food, clothing and shelter.
Humans need food, but what to eat, when, where and how to eat is learned. That’s why we
Chinese use chopsticks while Westerners prefer knives and forks; we like rice while
Americans prefer bread. We learn our culture in many ways and from a variety of sources,
either consciously or unconsciously. One way is by means of proverbs that offer in a vivid

way an important set of instructions for members to follow.
2. Culture is transmitted from generation to generation

Without the advantage of knowledge from those who lived before us, we would not have
culture. A culture is but one link in the whole chain of generations, some of which have

become history and some of which are in transition.
3. Culture is dynamic

Cultures, once formed, are stable, but are at the same time changing with the
development of human society. Contact, by its nature, brings change. Cultures also change
through several mechanisms: innovation, diffusion, and acculturation being the most
common. Although many aspects of culture are subject to change, the deep structure of a
culture resists major alterations. That is, changes in dress, food, transportation, housing,
etc. are likely to occur very quickly.

However, values associated with ethics and morals, work and leisure, definitions of
freedom, the importance of the past, religious practices, and attitudes toward gender and

age are so deeply embedded in a culture that they persist generation after generation.

4. Most of culture is hidden, like the part of the iceberg under water

It’s difficult to study culture because most of what we call culture is of an intangible
nature and cannot be seen. That is to say, most of culture exists in the subconscious mind of

people, who therefore aren’t aware of the fact that their actions are governed by their own

culture, or cultural rules.
5. Values are the core of culture

Cultures are mainly differentiated from others by way of different values people hold.
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Many of these differences can be seen from what people do. For example, Western people
celebrate Christmas; people in East Asia celebrate Spring Festival. People like to hear
compliments and praise, but people from different cultures respond differently to the same

compliments and praises.
6. Cultural elements are integrated

They are closely linked as if in a complex chain like system. You touch a culture in one
place and everything else is affected. A good example of this is the Opening and Reforming
in China, which has brought huge changes not only in the areas of the economy, but also in
many other sectors including politics, education and so on.

7. Culture is ethnocentric

Practices that differ from one’s own are usually considered strange, even abnormal or
barbarous. This is the manifestation of ethnocentrism. Ethnocentrism, the belief that one’s
culture is primary to all explanations of reality, is usually learned at the unconscious level. It
often leads to a negative evaluation of another culture’s ways of doing things, because a logic

extension of ethnocentrism is that our way is the right way.

Questions

1. How much do you know about the following holidays? Christmas Day; Saint
Valentine’s Day; April Fools” Day; Mother’s Day.

2. Many overseas Chinese have lived abroad for many years. Most of their customs and
behavior have been assimilated into the local cultures with their underlying values and
worldviews still Chinese. How would you comment on this? Illustrate your opinions with

examples.

/%\ 1.1.4 Basic Functions of Culture

Dressler and Carns (1969) offer the followings as the functions of culture:

(1) Culture enables us to communicate with others through a language that we have
learned and that we share in common.

(2)Culture makes it possible to anticipate how others in our society are likely to respond
to our actions.

(3) Culture gives us standards for distinguishing between what is considered right or
wrong, beautiful and ugly, reasonable and unreasonable, tragic and humorous, safe and
dangerous.

(4)Culture provides the knowledge and skill necessary for meeting sustenance needs.

(5)Culture enables us to identify with—that is, include ourselves in the same category

with—other people of similar background.
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1.2 Understanding Communication

/\ 1.2.1 Lead-in Cases

Case one

Teacher: Who can guess what it is a small animal with four legs that people often keep
as a pet and can catch mice easily?

A Chinese student: It is called “mao” in Chinese.

A French student: It is called “Chat” in French.

A Japanese student: “Neiko” in Japanese.

A Spanish student: “Gato” in Spanish.

A German student: “Katze” in German.

A Russian student; “Kosta” in Russian.

Questions

1.Do we use the same word to symbolize alsg

certain object when we communicate with those -

speaking different languages?

2. What kind of process is involved in communication?
Case two

Study the following communication situations and work in groups to identify as many
types of communication as you can. Then try to figure out the criteria on which you base
your classification.

» An orator delivers a speech to a large gathering.

* You complain to your instructor about your course credits through telephone.

e Two blind people exchange ideas in Braille.

e A farmer gives instructions to his plough working cow.

* A programmer issues commands to a computer.

e Tom talks to himself while brandishing his toy gun.

» An archaeologist is deciphering a mysterious sign on the recently unearthed pot.

e An Arabic traveler talks you to in Arabic.

* A hen clucks to her chicks.

e My washing machine receives commands from the built-in computer.




/\ 1.2.2 What is Communication?

Communication is central to our existence. Our experiences tell us that communication
is closely connected with our everyday life; without it we can hardly survive.
Communication, the basis of all human contact, is as old as humankind. Today it has
become even more important. Some people believe that information means power and
money. Whoever has information has power, and hence has control over those less
informed. Whether you agree or not, it indicates that we have to take communication very
seriously.

It is through communication that we learn who we are, and what the world around us is
like. To a large extent, our identity as both individual and cultural being is shaped through
communication. Through this, we explore the world around us, and establish bounds,
networks, and relationships with other people. Communication permits us to express our
thoughts and feelings to others, and to satisfy our emotional and material needs. As we learn
to communicate better, we begin to achieve some measure of control over events that affect
us and those around us.

In a simple word, communication is a dynamic, systematic process in which meanings

are created and reflected in human interaction with symbols.

/\ 1.2.3 Characteristics of Communication

1. Communication is dynamic

It’s more like a motion picture than a single snapshot. When we communicate, we

interact with each other. When we don’t like an idea, we replace it with another. We

8
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sometimes even shift topics in the middle of a sentence.
2. Communication is irreversible

Once a person has said and another has received and decoded the massage, the original
sender cannot take it back. Once a communication event takes place, it is done. Even if you

can experience a similar event, it cannot be an identical one.
3. Communication is systemic

It is part of a large system. We send and receive messages not in isolation, but in a
specific setting or context, The nature of communication depends on this context. The
elements of this system include: 1) the place or location; 2) the occasion; 3) the time when

the communication takes place; 4) the number of participants.
4. Communication is meaning loaded

Humans are meaning-seeking creatures. Throughout our lifetime we have accumulated
various meanings as the outside world has sent us trillions of messages. These meanings are
stored somewhere in our brains for us to retrieve and employ. In each communication event

participants attribute to a behavior. Then meaning exchange is more obvious.
5. Communication is symbolic

Humans are symbol-making creatures. We are able to generate, receive, store, and
control symbols. Human symbolic communication is man’s alone. We have at hand very
different types of symbols to conduct communication with; sound, light, a statue, Braille,
or a painting etc. that represents something else. Our words and actions are other sets of
symbols (very important ones) through which we convey our messages, ideas and feelings to

other people.
6. Communication is self-reflective

Just as we use symbols to reflect what is going on around us, we also use them to reflect
ourselves. This unique ability enables us to be participants and observers simultaneously: we
can watch, evaluate, and alter our performances as communicators in communication

events.

7. Communication has a consequence

That is to say, when we receive a message, something happens to us. For instance,
when someone asks you how to go to Dean’s office, your natural response is to say, “It’s
over there.” And you might even point to that direction. Moreover, you su‘rely feel happy on

hearing “You look great!” So regardless of the content of the message, it should be clear

that the act of communication produces changes in people.

/\ 1.2.4 Types of Communication

Ways of classifying communication could be broadly split into two kinds, based on

communicating forms and communicator types respectively.




