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Tom: “Can I have an apple?”

Mum: “An apple what?”

Tom: “Can I have an APPLE?”
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Mum: “An apple WHAT?”

Tom: “PLEASE. Can I have an apple, please?”
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INTRODUCTION

We are now in a quite different world from before, which is some-
times referred to as a “global village” . This globalization is mainly due to
the amazingly rapid development of science and technology in the areas of
transportation and communication systems. Today, trips once taking
years, months, weeks, and then days are now measured in a matter of
hours. And people in all comers of the world share information and ideas
at the same time through sophisticated technology behind such communi-
cation means as television, telephone, fax, and the Intemet. It naturally
follows that intercultural contact has become more frequent, more abun-
dant and, therefore, more significant than ever before. China has become
an active member of the world community, and her recent entry into the
WTO is bound to bring us into more contact with the outside world.

Now that we will conduct more and more intercultural communica-
tion, the problem we are facing is how to do it, and how to do it well. A
good knowledge of a foreign language, mainly English—the most widely
used language in the world today, is of course indispensable. But lan-
guage alone does not ensure successful communication, especially inter-
cultural communication. Let’ s look at some of the communication cases
between people from Chinese and English cultures:

1. One cold winter day in a Chinese city, Wang Lin on
his way to the library met an American professor who

knew very little about China. After greeting him, Wang



said: “It’ s rather cold. You’ d better put on more

clothes.” But the professor didn’t appear happy on hear-
ing this.

2. You are the only Chinese among some Americans.
One of them is telling a joke. You feel good because you
understand every word. All of a sudden, everyone is
laughing. Everyone except you. Why?

3. There has been a very famous brand of battery in
China: White Elephant. Suppose this product is to be ex-
ported to the UK or the USA, it’s very likely to fail
without changing its brand name. Why?

In each of the above situations
there is something “wreng”. But
this “something” has nothing to do
with the language, which is per-
fect. The problem lies within the
culture in which the language is used. In the first case, for instance,
Americans (and many Westerners too) don’t like to be told what to do as
they tend to be independent; while Chinese are in the habit of showing
and accepting concerns. The second case tells us that sometimes connota-
tions (the implied meanings) of words are key to understanding. In the
third case a white elephant, arousing beautiful association in the minds of
Chinese, stands for something big but useless in the English culture.
From these simple cases, it’s not difficult to see what an important role
culture plays in communication and why language alone doesn’t guarantee
successful intercultural communication.

What we are going to explore in this book are such cultural aspects

as mentioned above, since they tend to affect intercultural communica-




tion. The aim of this book is to help you develop cultural awareness, and

improve your intercultural communication competence . We know that it’s
impossible to expound all the details of a culture, as culture covers almost
every aspect of a person’s life. But armed with this awareness, you can
design your own strategies for dealing with problems arising in intercultur-
al communication situations.

During the learning process you will see that all people exhibit cul-
turally conditioned behaviors, approach the diversity of cultures, leam to
appreciate similarities and respect differences between cultures, become
aware of potential problems in intercultural communication and develop an
ability to deal with them. Besides, you are going to have a better under-
standing of your own native culture of which you may not be always aware
just because you are in it.

The above aim is to be achieved through a thought-provoking, task-
based interactive learning approach. That is to say, in the process you are
not only a reader but also a participant in many activities. You are ex-
pected to discover a lot about culture for yourself.

R
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CHAPTER 1
COMMUNICATION AND CULTURE

Communication

What is communication? What does it have to do with us? In fact,
communication, the basis of all human contact, occurs anywhere there are
human beings. When a baby is
just born, it usually cries.
Does the crying communicate
anything? When you graduate,
your friends usually say “Con-
gratulations!” to you. When a
driver sees the red light, he/
she will stop. All these are
cases of communication, a

Very common phenomenon.

&= Activity 1

Although it constantly oc-

curs around us, human communication is not at all a simple matter.
That’s why so far no one single definition of human communication has

been agreed on. Now work in small groups and try to define communica-



