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Abstract

Rudyard Kipling says in the Ballad of East and W#sast is East, and West is West; and
never the twain shall meet.”Yet, he never expected that with the technologiealelopment

in transportation and communication, the Westeraacs Easterners that have quite different
cultures respectively would meet so frequently mbays in international settings. However, in
a sense, Kipling is absolutely correct in that peapith different cultural patterns (including
beliefs, values, attitudes, norms, customs, an@miahtaspects), especially those from East and
West, do encounter communication difficulties, lbmvns, misunderstandings and even
conflicts and confrontations just because theytéailnderstand each other in their intercultural
communication.

The study of intercultural communicatiomi# something new. However, the perspective
from which the author probes into the problematiteiaction between Easterners and
Westerners is something different. In the papee, dothor compares some major cultural
patterns: high-context communication vs. low-coht@ommunication, individualism vs.
collectivism, equality vs. hierarchy, and assertags vs. interpersonal harmony. Each of these
cultural patterns is defined by examples, two ofipopatterns are contrasted, and then
potential problems are presented, thus making auatéous the differences between East and
West and their possible consequences in the idtaralcommunication. Understanding these
cultural patterns or orientations which underliesima@ommon behavior of the Easterners and
Westerners helps us to see beneath the surfagedtodt why people from East and West act
as they do. This discovery may lead us to appmredra rich diversity and genius that exist in
different parts of the globe, avoid potential ietdtural problems and become successful
communicators in the interaction between East aedtW

1. Introduction

In studying the subject of intercultural communication, the fjusstion we raise might be “What
is culture?”. As early as 1952, Kroeber and Kluckhohn listed 164 tiefisiof culture that they
found in the anthropology literature [1]. And, of course, many new defisithave appeared since.
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According to Bates and Plog, “Culture is a system of shareefdelalues, customs, behaviors,
and artifacts that the members of a society use to copelvdir world and with one another, and
that are transmitted from generation to generation through hggf2j. This definition includes
most of the major aspects of culture on which scholars cuyrragike: patterns of thought (shared
meanings that the members of a society attach to various pbeapmatural and intellectual,
including religion and ideologies), patterns of behavior, atsf@ools, pottery, houses, machines,
works of art), and the culturally transmitted skills and techniques asedke the artifacts.

It is generally assumed that “belief systems are sigmfido the study of intercultural
communication because they are at the core of our thoughts and.attiepsre our conviction in
the truth of something. They tell us how the world operates¥8lues are, according to Rokeach,
“a learned organization of rules for making choices and falvieg conflicts” [4]. These “rules”
and guideposts are normative and teach us what is useful, good, righg, what to strive for,
how to live our life, and even what to die for.

Although each of us has a unique set of individual values, thesdsar@alues which tend to
spread into every part of a culture. These are called cultahaés. Cultural values are derived
from the larger philosophical issues that are part of cldtwacial surroundings. Cultural values
are transmitted by a variety of sources — family, media, sclebakch, state, and so on — and
therefore tend to be broadly based, enduring, and relatively .skdb&t important, as is the case
with our beliefs, cultural values guide both perception and comnmtioricd hat is, our values get
translated into action. An understanding of cultural valugsshed appreciate the behavior of other
people.

Important as cultural beliefs and values are to our world viewisleologies, cultures are
extremely complex and consist of numerous interrelated culbbuieritations besides beliefs and
values, including attitudes, norms, and material aspects. A ugahrklla term which enables us
to talk about these orientations collectively rather thanragglg is cultural patterns, which refer to
both the conditions that contribute to the way in which people peregid think about the world,
and the manner in which they live in the world.

In the following sections we will discuss four major paifsopposite or quite different
cultural patterns or orientations, which lie in the deep straatf Western and Eastern cultures.
Knowing these different cultural patterns will help us gainigimsinto the cultural-specific
behavior of our Western or Eastern interacting counterparts.

Before we talk about different cultural patterns or orieatstibetween East and West, there
are several points which need to be made clear. First, Siisctopic is broadly-dimensioned, this
paper is unable to cover all the aspects of this fieldpadstit can only concentrate on major
aspects. Second, as there are so many countries both in thie aadtevestern parts of the globe,
and each country has its own peculiar culture and co-cultures, widaealk about Eastern culture
or Western culture as a whole, we can only focus on the miges, values, cultural patterns or
orientations shared by the most influential group of people in thé imibsential countries or
cultures in that part of the world. And likewise, when we kpefa culture, we are actually
speaking of the dominant and mainstream culture, not its sulesilor co-cultures. Third, even
within one cultural pattern or orientation, there are vi@sedf individual behavior. So what we
can do is only to choose those which are most manifest during ifeaticommunication.
Finally, since the author of this paper is from China, therghtmbe manifestations of native
cultural influences, stereotypes, bias and even ethnocentrism paper, although that’s also what
the author strives to avoid.

2. High-context Versus Low-context Communication

Hall offers us an effective means of examining cultuiatilarities and differences in both
perception and communication. He categorizes cultures as beleg &igh or low context,
depending on the degree to which meaning comes from the sattirigsm the words being
exchanged [5]. Hall and Hall define context as “the inforomathat surrounds an event; it is
inextricably bound up with the meaning of the event” [6]. They raairthat although all cultures
contain some characteristics of both high and low variables, rmosbe placed along a scale
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showing their ranking on this particular dimension (see Figuréht) Halls define these two terms
in the following way:

A high context (HC) communication or message is one in which mds¢ afformation is
already in the person, while very little is in the coded, eitiylitansmitted part of the message. A
low context (LC) communication is just the opposite; i.e., the mabe @fiformation is vested in
the explicit cod¢7].

High-Context Cultures

Japanese
Chinese
Korean

African American
Native American
Arab
Greek
Latin
Italian
English
French
American
Scandinavian
German
German-Swiss

Lower-Context Cultures

Figure 1. Cultures Arranged Along High-Context and Low-Context Dimension

From Figure 1 we can see the three Asian countries, Japan, &lirorea fall into the category
of high-context cultures in which, according to the Halls, people are very em@ogs with regard
to experiences, information networks, and the like. High-comgitures, because of tradition and
history, change very little over time. These are cultiresvhich consistent messages have
produced consistent responses to the environment. “As a rebeltHdlls say, “for most normal
transactions in daily life they do not require, nor do they daxpeach in-depth, background
information” [8]. Meaning, therefore, is not necessarily taored in words. In high-context
cultures, information is provided through gestures, the use of,spadeven silence. Meaning is
also conveyed “through status (age, sex, education, family backgtitleychnd affiliations) and
through an individual’s informal friends and associates” [9].

Figure 1 also shows that some Western countries fall intortiug g@f low-context cultures in
which the population is less homogenous and therefore tends to cmenpt@tize interpersonal
contacts. The Halls explain that this lack of a large poobofroon experiences means that “each
time they interact with others they need detailed backgronfadniation” [10]. In low-context
cultures, the verbal message contains most of the informatidnvery little is embedded in the
context or the participants.

This explanation helps to understand a host of different manifestadtf the Eastern and
Western communication styles. For instance, the Asian mode of conationits often said to be
indirect and implicit, but the Asians can understand each other geit probably because they
share more background information or more context. On the other hasteriVeommunication
tends to be direct and explicit — that is, everything needs tate sguite possibly because they
are unaware of their surroundings and their environment and havg tmreérbal communication
as their main information channel.
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These differences between high-context and low-context culineesost likely to influence
communication. For example, the Westerners who are membeosvafohtext cultures expect
messages to be detailed, clear-cut, and definite. If theneoarenough data, or if the point being
made is not apparent, Westerners will ask blunt, even cudtioe They feel uncomfortable
with the vagueness and ambiguity often associated with limited @a the other hand, as the
Halls say, “High-context people are apt to become impatimhiratated when low-context people
insist on giving them information they don’'t need” [11].

Another problem is that the Easterners who are members otbigbxt cultures perceive
low-context people, who rely primarily on verbal messages forrmation, as less credible. The
Easterners believe that silence often sends a betterageeshan words, and anyone who needs
words does not have the information. As the Indonesian proverb statepty‘ cans clatter the
loudest.”

Differences in this communication dimension can even alter lmlict is perceived and
responded to. As Ting-Toomey has observed, the communicatierediées between high-context
and low-context cultures are also apparent in the manner in whidih approaches conflict. For
instance, because high-context cultures tend to be less opehpttdiat conflict is damaging to
most communication encounters. For them, Ting-Toomey says, “Costilietld be dealt with
discreetly and subtly” [12].

Harris and Moran summarize this dimension as follows: “Unigaisal leaders are aware of
the subtle differences, communication misunderstanding between lad- high-context
communicators can result. Japanese communicate by not stating dimecily, while Americans
usually do the opposite — ‘spell it out.” The former is lookingrfaaning and understanding in
what is not said — in the nonverbal communication or body lamguaghe silences and pauses, in
relationships and empathy. The latter places emphasis on samdimgceiving accurate messages
directly, usually by being articulate with words” [13]. Whethex are global leaders or common
global villagers, the study of high- and low-context cultural pagteffers us some insight into
what people in diverse cultures pay attention to and whatigineye. Knowing these differences
will certainly enhance mutual understanding of the low- and high-context cacatarns.

3. Individualism Versus Collectivism

The single most important value orientation in the west, cihe in the United States, is
individualism. Broadly speaking, individualism refers to the doetrspelled out in detail by the
seventeenth-century English philosopher John Locke, that eachdimglivis unique, special,
completely different from all other individuals, and “the basic unit afinegf14].

As is the case with most other cultural patterns or oriemstithe origin of this value has had
a long history. Two hundred years before Christ, the Latin Qaentus Ennius offered the
following advice that clearly spelled out the independent natutke individual: “Do not expect
strangers to do for you what you can do for yourself.” Centuaites, IBenjamin Franklin wrote
“God helps those who help themselves.” Indeed, individualism mamitsstf in many Western
sayings: “A man’s home is his castle.” “Pull yourself up lbyryown boot straps.” “Do your own
thing.” “The squeaky wheel gets the grease.” So strong isithien of individualism in the West,
particularly in the United States, that some Westernereveethat there is something wrong with
someone who fails to demonstrate individualism.

Goleman highlights some of the characteristics of the cultatevalues individualism:
“People’s personal goals take priority over their allegiarmegroups like the family or the
employer. The loyalty of individualists to a given group is vesaky they feel they belong to
many groups and are apt to change their membership if it thaits, switching churches, for
example, or leaving one employer for another” [15].

In Western culture which tends toward individualism, an “I” camssness prevails:
competition rather than cooperation is encouraged; personal géelgptecedence over group
goals; people tend not to be emotionally dependent on organizatidnmstitutions; and every
individual has the right to his or her private property, thoygind opinions. This culture stresses
individual initiative and achievement, and they value direct exmlommunication and individual
decision making.
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Collectivism, on the other hand, is characterized by a so@aievork that distinguishes
between in-groups and out-groups. People count on their in-group é@mmitilatives, clans,
affiliations) to look after them, and in exchange for that thefjeve they owe loyalty to the group.
Triandis gives us a summary of this situation: “Collastiv means greater emphasis on (a) the
views, needs, and goals of the in-group rather than oneselpdia) sorms and duty defined by
the in-group rather than behavior to get pleasure; (¢) balefeed with the in-group rather than
beliefs that distinguish self from in-group; and (d) greatdimeess to cooperate with in-group
members” [16].

Collective behavior, like so many other aspects of cultuae,deep historical roots in Asia.
More than 2500 years ago, Confucius (B.C. 551 — 479 ), the greaesehthinker, educator,
statesman and the founder of Confucianism once said, “If one wae$sablish himself, he should
help others to establish themselves at first” [17]. InGh@nese literature, it is not difficult to find
sayings, proverbs and idioms which denote the value of collentiviSii A A AL ” dumu bu
cheng lin(one tree does not make a forest / one person alone cannot askhampdh),“ tx A4
Y&k Jf” zhongren shi chai huoyan ga@ lot of people who collect wood make a fire burning
continuously.), “=/NEZIT, Hl— i E 52”7 san ge choupijiang, hecheng yige Zhuge
Liang (Three cobblers with their wits combined eqdhlge Liang/ The wisdom of the masses
exceeds that of the wisest individual.). And in Korea, therepi®eerbBagjijangdo matdeulmyon
natsda(Literally, even a piece of paper weighs lighter if two peagarry it. / Many hands make
light work.).

In the Eastern culture that values collectivism, a “we” cmnsness prevails: identity is
based on the social system; the individual is emotionally deptndefamilies, institutions and
affiliations; and individuals trust group decisions. It is gelhetzelieved that “Asians tend to be
more aware of the connections they have as members of theil ga@ups, and therefore, they
tend to be more conscious of the consequences of their actions oméhaders of their groups”
[18]. And in communication behavior, the Easterners are likeghow traits such as indirectness,
explicitness, saving face, concern for others, group cooperation, group decimgsnatc.

Strongly influenced by its own cultural orientations, when thrnista situation that demands
a decision, for instance, each group is apt to make false pisagsabout members of the other
group. Asians will possibly overestimate a Westerner's conabout his group’s response to an
issue, while a Westerner is likely to assume a greagnedeof independence on the part of an
Asian with whom he or she is negotiating. This point is cleadge by Foster: “At the negotiating
table, differences in this dimension can clearly causewsedonflict. Individual responsibility for
making decisions is easy in individualistic cultures;roup oriented cultures this can be different.
Americans too often expect their Japanese counterparts todeaistons right at the negotiating
table, and the Japanese are constantly surprised to find indim@ualbers of the American team
promoting their own positions, decisions, and ideas, sometiopesily contradicting one
another” [19].

Although we speak of individualism as the underlying value posddssthe Westerners and
collectivism as an outstanding value orientation manifested bigdabterners, they are not separate
entities, that is, individualism is not peculiar to the Wast, the collectivism to the East. As a
matter of fact, all people and cultures have both individual and celedispositions.

4. Equality Versus Hierarchy

Closely related to individualism is the Western value qtiadity, which is emphasized in
everything from government (everyone has the right to vaiesptial relationships (“Just call me
by my first name”). As Scollon & Scollon point out, “There wéwo political revolutions which
arose out of Enlightenment philosophy: the French Revolution and the AmericantiRenval The
motto of the French revolutidiberté, egalité, fraternité captures the essence of the concept of the
person. As it was essential for the Enlightenment and théartidih concept of society for each
individual to make free choices, it was also essential fon eeember to be considered an equal.
The greatest happiness could not be achieved for the greataber if some members of society
were allowed to have a somewhat larger portion of happirfess others. The American
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constitution also established the legal basis for socialligguhough two hundred years later the
details of this social equality remain to be worked out in practice” [20].

In the West the value of equality is prevalent in both piymand secondary social
relationships: for example, most of the primary social imahips within a family tend to advance
equality rather than hierarchy. Formality is not important, dridiren are often treated as adults
and can call their parents by their given names. Kinship iBdar being felt as a significant tie
among members of society. In many cases, kinship relatiorst@pseen as significant barriers to
individual self-realization and progress.

In secondary relationships, we find that most friendships andockevs are also treated as
equals. Subordinates consider superiors to be the same kind of psofiley are, and superiors
perceive their subordinates the same way. People in power, Yoeupervisors or government
officials, often interact with their constituents and try to look less dowian they really are. The
powerful and the powerless try to live in concert.
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Figure 2. The Hierarchy of Thai Society

However, it has been said by some ethnographers that all relg®isisia are hierarchical.
Figure 2 depicts the pyramid structure of social hierarchiyhailand [21]. The value of hierarchy
is clearly manifested in a Confucian saying|3} - Fifr » ¥ < » ="="" junjun, chenchen, fufu,
zizi (King is king; subject is subject; father is father, and isoson), that is, everyone should
behave according to his social status. This notion of higydras been so strong in Asia that even
today most Asians are quite conscious in any interaction woides and who is younger, who has
a higher level of education and who has a lower level, who ashigher institutional or economic
position and who is lower, or who is teacher and who is student. Teaspecially conscious of
such relationships within extended family structures, \eglch person carefully placed with a
kinship term which tells all participants to which generationy thedong in relation to others. In an
extended Chinese family, for instance, a small child, &ning how to call papa and mama, has
to know how to call+: =% yeye(grandpa),f 4™ nainai (grannie),{f1 dabai (uncle), *{i
daniang(aunt)#74¥ shushu(uncle), i shensherﬁaunt),tzﬁtzfr, gugu(aunt),;‘zﬁ,j\ gufu(uncle)§]
E1jidjiu (uncle),E14E » jiuma (aunt), i yiyi (aunt), @2 yifu (uncle), & & gege(elder brother),
Ii2~" saozi (sister in law) =4 jiejie (elder sister)j=' = jiefu (brother in law), and so on.

In Asia, as in any other societies in which such traditioriakhip relationships are
emphasized, any individual is acutely aware of his or her dldigaand responsibilities to those
who have come before as well as to those who come after. Fribnoibé is made conscious of the
debt owed to one’s own parents, which is largely carried out irothe df duty and obedience. As
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one grows up, he is also made acutely conscious of the debt@wad's own children and other
descendants, which is largely carried out through nurture, respogstnid benevolence.

Although in the fervor of the so-called Great Cultural Revotutin China (1966 — 1976)
children were encouraged to criticize their parents at hstudents were inspired to criticize their
teachers in schools, and people were urged to criticize Confadiie whole society, “they failed
to remove the soil in which Chinese family had been planted,” [@8]there are still strong
Confucian influences throughout the Chinese culture.

In secondary relationships of this culture, we can observe efgsscial hierarchy in nearly
every setting. In schools, children seldom interrupt the e¥asihow great reverence and respect
for authority, and ask very few questions. In organizations, you figteater centralization of
power, a large proportion of supervisory personnel. People believpdivar and authority are
facts of life and everybody has a rightful place in the soctywherever you go and whatever
you do, you are to behave according to the status which you peyoeiveave in the hierarchy of
the society.

This difference in equality and hierarchy will most likely play out ingheice of strategies of
interpersonal politeness, with the Westerner using strategies of imatvéi.e., to pay attention to
others, show a strong interest in their affairs, point outncomin-group membership or points of
view with them, or use first names) as a way of emphasizijgliéy, and the Asians using
strategies of independence (i.e., to make minimal assumatiiang the needs or interests of others,
not to “put words into their mouths”, to give others the widest rafiggtions, or use more formal
names and titles) as a way of showing deference [23].

In the field of business, problems may also arise becauseffefedt cultural values in
equality and hierarchy between East and West. In Taiwan, Hong Konhepdivate companies
of mainland China, there is a tendency for business to be smmallyfowned and controlled
structures, which operate very much along traditional Imese closely associated with kinship
than Western corporate structures. Western companies empfiagdiag “the right person” for
each job, i.e., selecting individual employees on the basis iofttAming and experience, while
their Eastern counterparts may think it important to employ tihhegroup members or certain
persons who are well placed in the local structure, even wheyemay not have the initial
training and experience.

5. Assertiveness Versus Interpersonal Harmony

The American culture is also known for its assertive aygtesssive communication behavior. This
type of behavior is clearly depicted in an essay entitldte American Uncivil Wars”, which
recently appeared in U.S. News & World Report:

“It is a time schools use metal detector to keep out gunskmimds, when universities insist
on speech and behavior codes to stem the tide of hatred and disregmn legal cases become
shouting matches, when the Internet is lettered with raunch anadtepevizen political campaigns
resemble food fights, when trash talk and head butts are the idispodk, and when popular
culture tops itself from week to week with displays of emae, sex, foul language and puerile
confession” [24].

These signs of assertive and aggressive behavior did notopgebgl chance. Studies of
American family life have shown that parents encourage, appeomd reward aggressive behavior
[25]. As American culture values individualism, equality, commetitand freedom of speech,
assertiveness is bound to be encouraged. This idea is reinforced by Wesnzt @gpve:

“In a culture where individualism is as highly valued as ihithe United States, people are
expected to take the initiative in advancing their personatasts and well-being and to be direct
and assertive in interacting with others. High social and @ebgr mobility and the
comparatively superficial nature of many personal attachncesdite a climate where interpersonal
competition and modest level of abrasiveness are tolerated and evele@Xj26].

One can easily imagine that communication problems mag atien cultures which value
assertiveness come in contact with cultures that value aandrtdarmony. The example given by
Cooper and Cooper is a case in point. In an international conéeramembers of the Israeli
delegation, who were arguing their position in a dynamic mannerplaorad that the

27



Investigationes Linguisticae, Vol. IX

representatives from Thailand showed no interest in or enthufdashe meeting; they were “just

sitting there.” The Thai delegates, on the other hand, thought tfesgocs from Israel were angry
because they were “using loud voices.” Both responses weérepurse, a product of cultural

experiences. “The Thai learn how to avoid aggression rather thatolamiend themselves against
it.” And members of the Jewish culture stress what they believe to lleyhdigagreement [27].

The Japanese also place a high value on interpersonal harmolloefan puts it, “Self is
subordinated in the interests of harmony” [28]. Like many othenedsions of culture,
interpersonal harmony can be found in the deep structure of Japsowsty. As Hendry notes,
“The value attached to harmony in Japan dates back to atHeaSeventeen-Article Constitution
of Prince Shotoku (594 — 622), which esteemed concord above all thitlgs subject of the first
article and the underlying theme of all the others” [29]. Theadese cultural thinking that
emphases harmony is obviously shown in the ways of doing businesspsesteggerating
slightly, Harris and Moran assume that harmony is “more itapbiin business dealings for the
Japanese than achieving higher sales and profits” [30].

Like the Thai and Japanese, the Chinese welcome harmony, as ith&iima state: “It is
without a doubt that harmony is one of the primordial values ofU@@nism and of the Chinese
culture” [31]. This principle also has a long and meaningful hisio China. Its roots are in the
Chinese religion: “According to Confucianism, the ultimate gddiwoman behavior is to achieve
‘harmony’ which leads Chinese people to pursue a conflict-free and groamgest system of
human relationshipg’ [32]. Because harmony is a guiding principle for the Chingsey will not
tolerate outward displays of anger” [33]. Two Chinese provertekdpethe issue of outward signs
of anger: “The first man to raise his voice loses theraggut” and “One hurtful word wounds like
a sharp sword.”

6. Conclusion

Because of different history, geography, ideology, economics,gsoldulture, language, life style,
social customs, etc., people in different parts of the woslge@ally those in the East and those in
the West do differ profoundly in their cultural patterns or oriematio

For instance, the Westerners are assumed to be members adritext cultures, and need
direct and explicit verbal messages because they shi#gebhickground information or context.
And they have strong orientations to value individualism, equality assertiveness in their social
interaction and interpersonal communication. The Easternerbeathter hand, are believed to be
high-context, and do not require much in-depth background informatioe snust of the
information is already in the individuals. And they, due to timéstory and tradition, tend to
respect collectivism, hierarchy and interpersonal harmony iedtiety. These underlying cultural
differences may be problematic in intercultural communication if wendeek of this knowledge.

We are living in an age when changes in technology, trawehoenic and political systems,
immigration patterns, and population density have created a wondhich we increasingly
interact with people from different cultures. And whether ke It or not, those interactions will
continue to grow in both frequency and intensity. In thé@htury, the world has grown so small
that we all depend on each other now. What happens in one place afrtthe@ffects other places.
Therefore, it is to the advantage of all the nearly 6 billion aflus share the planet to improve our
interpersonal and intercultural communication abilities.

All'in all, our beliefs, values, or cultural patterns and orientationsrdaterwhat we perceive,
how we react to situations, and how we relate to other people. dtaniding the basis or deep
structures of the cultural differences may help peopleeto beneath the surface to find out why
people from other cultures act as they do. In other words, knowindiffeeences in cultural
patterns or orientations is far more important that just kngwihether people eat with chopsticks
or knives and forks. This discovery may lead us to appreciateich diversity and genius that
exist both in the western and eastern hemispheres of the glolibe lend, it is only by
understanding others that we might be able to gain insight into cessatd our own culture. And
as the Halls put it, “An understanding of different cultumresy well be our own most important
asset in meeting the challenges of our times, both abroad and at home.”
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