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Chapter 1
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Unit 1
Friendship

Author’s note ; The concept of friendship differs in different cul-
tures. American friendship tends to be activity- centered, quickly- devel-
oped and changeable. Most Americans expect friends to be independent
rather than dependent and solve their own problems. To the conirary,
Chinese friendship may evolve in more expectations and obligations.
There are few limits on what you can ask help for or expect of a friend.
Therefore, knowing what to expect of ‘ friends’ from another culture

can make cross- cultural communication easter.
Focus .

@ Self- actualization & reliance

@ Impersonal behavior & compartmentalized behavior
@ Casual acquaintances & close intimate friendships
@ Friendship obligations & limits

@ Dependent & independent friendships

@ Direct & indirect advice to friends

@ Politeness with friends

@ Benefits of cross-cultural contacts & friendship
@ Friendliness & friendship

Text A
The American Way . Friendship

In general, Americans learn to view the world from their own

LA S
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Unit 1  Friendship 3

point of view, that of the individual self. A main aspect of American
culture shared by most Americans is the concept of friendship. Given
the American values of self-reliance and self-actualization, we can re-
alize why Americans tend to avoid personal commitments that might
bring obligations. They simply do not like to get involved. If an Amer-
ican smiles at you, that smile may not mean what a smile means in
your country. It may mean no more than an acknowledgement of your
presence.

Another example of friendly, but impersonal , behavior may occur
in work relationships with Americans. During working hours, he may
be joking and talking with you and making you feel included. Then,
as soon as working hours are over, their behavior seems to change.
They act as if they hardly know you any more and don’t even include
you in any of their personal activities. Many of us from foreign coun-
tries have “ comprehensive ” or
“whole” friendships that include
all aspects of our lives. Americans
usually do not. American friend-
ships tend to be compartmental-
ized; certain friendships revolve
around work or school activities

while others revolve around church

or club activities. Some even re-

volve around the family. Friendships that are centered around the of-
fice often do not spill out inio rec-

reational or even school activities.

Steve and Yaser first met in their chemistry class at an American

university. Yaser was an international student from American universi-
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ty. Yaser was an international student from Jordan. He was exited to
get to know an American. He wanted to learn more about American
culture. Yaser hoped that he and Steve would become good friends.
At first, Steve seemed very friendly. He always greeted Yaser
warmly before class. Sometimes he offered to study with Yaser. He
even invited Yaser to eat lunch with him. But after the semester was
over, Steve seemed more distant. The two former classmates didn’t
see each other very much at school. One day Yaser decided to call
Steve. Steve didn’t seem very interested in talking to him. Yaser was
very hurt by Steve’s change of attitude. “Steve said we were friends ,”
Yaser complained. “And I thought friends were friends forever. ”
Yaser is a little confused. He is an outsider to American culture.
He doesn’t understand the way Americans view friendship. Americans
use the word “friend” in a very general way. They may call both cas-

ual acquaintances and close compan-

ions “ friends ”. Americans have . .
school friends, wori< friends, sports friends and neighborhood friends.
These friendships are based on common interests. When the shared
activity ends, the friendships may fade. Now Steve and Yaser are no
longer classmates. Their “friendship” has changed.

In some cultures friendship means a strong

life- long bond between two people. In these cul-
tures friendships develop slowly, since they are built to last. Ameri-
can society is one of rapid change. Studies show that one out of five
American families moves every year. American friendships develop
quickly, and they may change just as quickly.

People from the United States may at first seem friendly. Ameri-

cans often chat easily with strangers. They exchange information about
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their families and work. They may smile warmly and say “Have a nice
day” or “See you later. 7 Schoolmates may say, “Let’s get together
sometime. ” But American friendliness is not always an offer of true
friendship.

After an experience like Yaser’s, outsiders may consider Ameri-
cans to be fickle. Learning how A-

mericans view friendship can help

non- Americans avoid misunder-

standings. It can also help them make friends the American way.
Here are a few tips on making friends with Americans:

1. Visit places Americans enjoy: parties, churches, Western
restaurants, parks, and sports clubs.

2. Be willing to take the first step. Don’t wait for them to ap-
proach you. Americans in China may not know if you speak English.
They may be embarrassed if they can't speak your language.

3. Use small talk to open the conversation. Ask them where
they’re from, why they came to China, etc. Remember: be careful to
avoid personal questions about age, salary, marital status and appear-
ance.

4. Show an interest in their culture, their country or their job.
( Americans like to talk about themselves!)

5. Invite them to join you for dinner or just for coffee or tea. Try
to set a specific time. Americans sometimes make general invitations
like “Let’s get together sometime. ” Often this is just a way to be

friendly. It is not always a real invitation.

6. Don’t expect too much at first. Maybe they're just being

J
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friendly. But maybe they do want to be your good friends. It will take

time to tell.

People like Yaser shouldn’t give up trying to make American
friends. Americans do value strong life- long friendships, even with
non-Americans. When making friends, it helps to have a good dose of

cultural understanding.

Group Discussion and Presentation
Topic . Friendliness and friendship in U. S. A.

Text B
Friendship in Different Cultures

In writing assignments in English classes my students frequently
raise the topic of friendship. Reading what they write, I start to un-
derstand Chinese friendship obligations. For instance, once a student
wrote that she understood that her friend wanted to go shopping, she
kept silent, put her work aside and went shopping with her friend.
Sometimes when they write about middle school friends and describe
the closeness they feel as if they are together. Sometimes they write
with great sadness when they feel they are no longer close to each oth-
er. All this is different from what many American young people would
say about friendship.

In the United States you can certainly ask a friend to do some-
thing with you, but you would not expect a friend to recognize and re-
spond to your wishes without stating them. Nor would you expect a

friend to drop everything to respond to a non-urgent need such as go-
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ing shopping. In fact an American friend would feel that they had im-
posed too much if the friend gave up a real need to study to go shop-
ping. There are limits to what you can expect from a friend. In the U.
S. you can feel free to ask your friend for help, but you recognize that
the friend may say no, if they give you a reason. In China there are
few limits on what you can ask or expect of a friend. You can feel free
to tell your friend what he or she can or should do to help you or
please you.

Chinese expect friendships to be more lasting

Another difference is that my Chinese students seem to expect
their friendships to stay the same over a lifetime. To them a true
friendship is a relationship that endures through various changes in the
lives of the friends. In the United States a person is likely to change
even “best friends” several times over the years. Even this relation-
ship in which people feel close emotionally and tell each other their
secrets and personal problems may not survive life changes such as
move to another city, graduate from a university, experience a signifi-
cant change in economic circumstances, or marry. I think the reason
is that friendship, like so many other relationships in the United
States, including marriage, depends on frequent interaction with the
other person. If the people involved do not see each other and interact
regularly, the relationship is likely to wither and die.

In the West people often have many friends at one time, but the
friendships are usually tied to specific circumstances or activities.
When a person changes circumstances and activities, he or she chan-
ges friends. A person may have work friends, leisure activity friends

and neighborhood friends. Also two people who are friends usually
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have similar financial circumstances. This is because friendships in
the West are based on equality. Friends should exchange similar ac-
tivities and give similar things to one another. If one can afford to treat
the other to a meal at an expensive restaurant and the other does not
have enough money to do the same; it will cause a problem in the re-

lationship.
Americans expect friends to be independent

As with so many other things in the West, people prefer to be in-
dependent rather than dependent, so they do not feel comfortable in a
relationship in which one person is giving more and the other person is
dependent.on what is being given. For Westerners friendship is mostly
a matter of providing emotional support and spending time together.
Chinese friends give each other more concrete( EL{&##4) help and as-
sistance than Western friends do. For example, a Chinese friend will
use personal connections to help a friend get something hard to obtain
such as a job, an appointment with a good doctor, an easier path
through an official procedure or an introduction to another person who
might also be able to give concrete help. Chinese friends give each
other money and might help each other out financially over a long peni-
od of time. This is rarely part of Western friendships, because it cre-
ates dependence of one person on the other, and it goes against the
principles of equality and individual initiative.

American friends like Chinese friends give each other emotional
support in times of trouble, but they do it differently. A Westerner
will respond to a friend’s trouble by asking, “What do you want to
do?” The idea is to help the friend think out the problem and discover
the solution he or she really prefers and then to support that solution.
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A Chinese friend is more likely to give specific advice to a friend. For
instance, if in a friendship between two Chinese women, one woman
is arguing with her husband, the friend might advise and she says so
directly. An American friend in a similar situation may want her friend
to choose wise actions too, but she will be very cautious about giving
direct advice. Instead she may raise questions to encourage her friend
to consider carefully what may happen if she does one thing instead of

another.

Group Discussion and Presentation
Topic: Expectations in friendship from the Chinemw
perspectives. ‘

Reading 1
Benefits of Cross- Cultural Contact

One of the necessary ingredients ([ %) for a true friendship
consist of shared experiences, values, and interests. Across cultures,
shared daily experience may not exist, but through initial superficial
relationships people can discover whether they have shared values and
interests. Even if a relationship “does not go anywhere,” the cross-
cultural contact can still be beneficial to both parties and can help
break down isolation and stereotypes( ki ¥8 ). The most obvious
benefit to the language leamer is the opportunity for language prac-
tice. In addition, the more experience people have in initiating and
responding to relationships, whether transient (455 % #) or perma-

nent, superficial or deep, the more clues they will have to understand-
ing the other culture.
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Without the experience of encountering people in several types of
relationships, it is difficult to learn to become comfortable in the sec-
ond culture. There is no doubt that engaging in personal relationships
across cultures requires more time and effort, and can be more tiring

than doing so with people from one’s own culture.

Questions

1. Have you ever initiated a cross-cultural contact? If so, explain it.

2. Do you think cross- cultural contact could be beneficial to you in
understanding cross- cultural friendship? Why?

3. Do you have any experience in keeping a cross-cultural relationship

over time? Give examples.

Reading 2
Mobility and Friendship

Americans are geographically mobile, which requires them to de-
velop friendships easily and quickly. Approximately one out of every
five American families moves every year. People relocate because they
change jobs, attend distant colleges, get married, have children, or
simply want a change in their lives. As a consequence, people some-
times form and end friendships quickly. Students who attend two or
three universities during their undergraduate and graduate years may
change their “circle of friends” several times. Likewise, people who
change their jobs, while keeping one or two friends from the original
place of employment, may also change their circle of friends.

Relationships based on a common activity may fade or end when

the activity ends. Mothers may meet while dropping their children off



