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r went out to sow his seed. As we was scatterir
some fell along the path, and the birds came and ate
fell on rocky places, where it did not have much ¢
o up quickly, because the soil was shallow. But whe

ame up, the plants were scorched, and they wit
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Different perspectives between the East and the West

John Paik ¥ AJ ¢l

Entity vs. Essence

According to Richard E. Nisbett, Westerners and Asians, East Asians in particular, have
different understanding of the universe. Westerners consider that the outer space is
empty; therefore, the stars are isolated entities having no relations with its surroundings.
On the other hand, Asians believe that the space is filled with energy known as 47, and
this k7 connects the stars all together, making them all interrelated with one another. In
the East, all objects are consisted of 47, and the objects that are in this space filled with
ki are all connected to each other. They understood that objects distance from each other
still affect one another because of this notion of 47

This understanding of the universe applies to how the East and West understand
objects as well. An experiment was done by Dr. Imai, to both Westerners and Asians
asking them to pick between two figures, a blue cylinder and a wooden cuboid, which

identified more likely with a wooden cylinder.

Most of the Westerners chose the blue cylinder while the Asians picked the wooden
cuboid. In other words, according to Dr. Imai, the Westerners identified the figures
depending on their shape while the Asians identified the figures account of its substance.
This example shows how these two groups perceive objects differently. This aspect can
easily be found in the distinguished plurals developed in English, contrast to Korean

plurals.
person people Ab2k AlSE
child children o}o] ool &
0x oxen 3 FAE
mouse mice = A=
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It is easy to find another example that points out the Westerner’s notion focusing on the
entity. According to Dr. Kaiping, in English you have to indicate a number when offering
someone to eat apples or oranges, such as, “Have an apple,” “Eat some oranges.”
However, in Korean you would say, “AF2} =A1 8.7 “2#X] =AM 2.” To Westerners, the
concept of the whole is also a collective of entities. For Asians, however, a whole means

a mass condition having no separated entities, but namely a state of unitization. L

Noun vs. Verb

When asked if you would like more tea or coffee, in English someone would ask, “More
tea?” or “More coffee?” while in Korean you would be asked, “&} B =48 29?” “Z9 ¢
A #2927 As we can see in English the focal point is on the noun, tea and coffee,
whereas in Korean it is focused on the verb, =42, nfA 2 2. This is because for the
Westerner the tea and the person drinking the tea are separate entities, therefore, asks
the question through the noun which is the tea. On the other hand, the question focused
on the verb, =A# L2 and "}A 3 L2, indicates the interaction between the tea and the
person drinking it. In other words, it is focused on the relationship between the entities
rather than on the entities itself.

When Asians look at the world around them all objects are changing endlessly,
therefore, they believe that all beings result from interactions with the world around
them. And since the other objects around them are also interrelated with another, the
relationship with an object becomes more and more complicated.

According to Dr. Choi, to Asians, a person’s behavior is determined by the context that
person is situated, thus, the person has to consider various factors since even a small
change in that context could affect his/her behavior, whereas the Westerner sees the
person as a completed agent independent from the context, and believes that a person’s
behavior can be explained enough of what is going on inside that person. The Westerner
tends to believe that a cause of a phenomenon is in inside the object. Since long ago they
have decomposed objects, until they were not able to decompose the substance which is
the smallest unit, Atom. The ancient Greek philosopher Democritus thought that
depending on the properties of the atom the attributes of the object changed. This idea

Mgl A gALRE S B Aokl BALR S B Fok thiZekel. EBS, Apr. 21, 2008.
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that every cause of phenomenon comes from the innate characteristics of a object has
been dominated in the West while in the East, as shown above, the cause of all things
that happen around you is the situations that surround the object.2

Low—-Context Culture vs. High—Context Culture

The proportion of nonverbal (noun) behavioral communication varies from culture to
culture relative to the verbal communication used. Communication styles that focus more
on words to communicate and less on behavior-—the context in which the words are
used—-—are said to be low-context (Germany, the U.S., Canada, Australia, New Zealand,
Great Britain, and parts of Switzerland and Scandinavia). High—context cultures (virtually
everyone else in the world), in contrast, rely relatively more on nonverbal context or
behaviors than on abstract, verbal symbols of meaning. Much of the information in the
communication lies “below the water line,” and is assumed to be known and is
acknowledged by a hardly perceptible flick of the hand, head, eye, or other subtle
movement; or contextualized in terms of what can be said where and when and by whom).
These contrasting styles create frequent and significant obstacles to cross/inter—cultural
communication.”

In a Aigh-context message, more information is contained in the physical context
or internalized (and is assumed to be internalized and understood) in the person receiving
it and less in the coded, explicit, transmitted verbal part of the message. In short, most
of the message is not explicit but contained in nonverbal cues (gestures, place, time,
situation, relationship) or recognized by culture members as a long—standing historic fact,
while a Jow-context communication vests more information in the explicit verbal code.

Low-context—-think of interfacing with a computer in a system of explicit
prompt and response exchanges. If the computer does not recognize your programming,
there is no communication. Germans (the lowest of the low context), German-Swiss,
Australians, New Zealanders, British, Scandinavians, Americans and Canadians have a
low—-context communication style and tend to transmit information in words spoken which
are amplified or overridden relatively less than other cultures by nonverbal signals such
as gestures, silence, eye contact, or ritual. We (low context cultural products) say what
we mean, directly, explicitly.

High-context people are acculturated to send and receive a large proportion of

information through behavior—consciously and unconsciously.

e When a high-context person receives a verbal message from a low-context
person, misunderstanding is necessarily created because the high—context person
erroneously attributes meaning to nonverbal context when that meaning is not
intended at all.

2 .
“Ibid.
3 G. Hofstede, Culture’s Consequences, (Beverly Hills, CA: Sage, 1988), 26-31, 53-55.
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e The high-context person will communicate much through behavior that the low-
context person misses the meaning entirely, not apprehending, much less
understanding the contextual nonverbal message being expressed.

e  Rather than words, the context probably and typically contains the real message.
This does not mean that context is meaningless in low-context cultures. Not at all.
For example, in high—-context cultures such as Korea, it is impolite to respond
with “no” to a request. The courteous response of “maybe” or “I will try,” “I
understand why this is important and why we must work to make it happen,” “I
cannot see why not” is clearly understood as “no” to a person familiar with the
contextual ritual. This drives low context communicators crazy, particularly in
business communications.) Theirs is a perfectly rational approach—how can we
promise something at a future date when we do not know what the future holds?
How can I promise something when I do not know if conditions will allow me to
fulfill my promise? Essentially, when high context people are pressed to give a
low context response, their response is highly ambiguous rather than definitive.

e A person from a low-context culture will typically ignore the ritual and focus on
words, taking the spoken words literally and treating them as information-specific.
The low-context person becomes offended when he does not get what he
expects. Both see the other as rude. In Asia, a Westerner may be frustrated when
getting no response at all after asking a question. It may be days or months (or
never) before the low—context person realizes that the person responded “yes”
by an almost imperceptible twitch of the eyebrows or change in body posture
(whereas a nodding of the head would have been understood by a low context
person though that nod may mean something entirely different to the high context
person).’

Greece vs. China

Nisbett, in 7The Geography of Thought, traces these two cultures back to ancient Greece
and China in effort to find the origins of the differences. He describes that the Greeks
were independent and engaged in verbal contention and debate in an effort to discover
what people took to be the truth. They thought of themselves as individuals with
distinctive properties, as units separate from others within the society, and in control of
their own destinies. Similarly, Greek philosophy started from the individual object-the
person, the atom, the house-as the unit of analysis and it dealt with properties of the
object. The world was in principle simple and knowable: All one had to do was to
understand what an object’s distinctive attributes were so as to identify its relevant
categories and then apply the pertinent rule to the categories. The Chinese social life, on
the other hand, was interdependent and it was not liberty but harmony that was the
watchword-the harmony of humans and nature for the Taoists and the harmony of
humans with other humans for the Confucians. Similarly, the Way, and not the discovery

 Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Culture, New York: Basic Books, 2000), 43-46.
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of truth, was the goal of philosophy. Thought that gave no guidance to action was
fruitless. The world was complicated, events were interrelated, and objects (and people)
were connected “not as pieces of pie, but as ropes in a net.” The Chinese philosopher
would see a family with interrelated members where the Greek saw a collection of
persons with attributes that were independent of any connections with others.
Complexity and interrelation meant for the Chinese that an attempt to understand the
object without appreciation of its context was doomed.”

Nisbetts notes, comparing the Greek and Chinese, that the two utterly different
approaches to the world have maintained themselves for thousands of years, and that
these approaches include profoundly different social relations, views about the nature of
the world, and characteristic thought processes, each of the orientations being a self-
reinforcing, homeostatic system. The social practices promote the worldviews; the
worldviews dictate the appropriate thought processes; and the thought processes both
justify the worldviews and support the social practices. Nisbett takes account on the
materialistic, not wholly deterministic however, the driving force of such social practices,
having become necessary to each culture and society, constructing a worldview of their

own, and reinforcing the cycle.

He explains that ecology of China, consisting of fertile plains and navigable rivers,
favored agriculture and made centralize control of society easy. Since, agricultural
people need to get along with one another they had to have a harmonious relationship
with neighbors and with their magistrates, contrary to the Greeks where the ecology
consisting mostly mountains favored hunting, herding, fishing, and trade. These activities
required less cooperation with others so the Greeks had more liberty to act on their own
than the Chinese. This economic livelihood made it necessary for the Chinese to look
outward toward their peers and upward toward the authorities who were the main source
of opportunities. This link to a network of relationships enabled the social obligations
natural to them and it was wise avoiding conflict and contradiction. The Greeks had less

° Richard E. Nisbett, The Geography of Thought, New York: Free Press, 2004), 30-32.
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restraint on their relationships with other people, allowing them to attend to more on
objects and goals. This gave them the idea of self-control, since they were open to
contradiction and resolving them. Nisbett finally addresses that this folk metaphysics
from social practice influences the tacit epistemology of how we learn things. In other
words, depending on which culture you belong you build a world view where relations
among objects and people are crucial in determining outcomes, (Chinese) contrary to
having a world view where the behavior of objects is governed by rules and categories,
making it crucial to isolate the object from its context. (Greek) And these different
worldviews become reinforced by continuous attention and social practice prompting
differences in perception and reasoning processes.6

Individualism vs. Collectivism

Comparing individualistic cultures and collectivist cultures helps the understanding of
different cultural relationships between individuals and groups.

Individualistic cultures stress the self, self-expression, self—fulfillment, personal
achievement; people in these cultures tend to emphasize their self-concept in terms of
self-esteem, self-identity, self-awareness, self-image, and self-expression. In other
words, the individual is treated as the most important element. Organizations and
organizational communication professionals have to go to extraordinary lengths to stress
the importance of tfeams, teaming, and teamwork in individualistic cultures where
personal goals supersede group goals and competition is encouraged. Individualistic
cultures emphasize affiliations—how my individual “self” is affiliated with another
individualized self--in dating, flirting, small talk, and social interactions (us, Britain,
Canada, the Netherlands, Australia, New Zealand, Italy, Belgium, and Denmark). In other
words, identity is based in the individual. Autonomy, variety and pleasure are sought in
the system.

Collectivist cultures are characterized by a social framework in which self-
concept plays a less significant role in interactions—not so much how my individual self
is affiliated with another individualized self, but my in—-group or collective is taken for
granted, so the point of interest is the link of affiliation between my group and yours. In—
group (immediate and extended family, work groups, ancient coalitions, and larger
networks) and out-group members are clearly distinguished and only in-group views and
needs are emphasized. In collectivistic cultures, people are seen as, and expected to be,
interdependent and show conformity to the in—-group’s norms and values. Social networks
are more fixed and less reliant on individual initiative (Columbia, Venezuela, Pakistan,
Peru, Taiwan, Thailand, Singapore, Chile and Hong Kong).7

Most individualist cultures are in (a) northern and western regions of Europe, (b)
in north America, and (c) southern pacific—Australia, new Zealand and (until recently)
characterized by wealthy, urbanized, industrial societies that represent a small portion of

% Ibid., 34-39.
Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Culture, New York: Basic Books, 2000), 67-74.
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the world’s population. The most important values for those living in individualistic
cultures include:

e freedom (a) of speech (and other expression), (b) to congregate, (¢) of or from
religion, (d) of the press, (e) to travel, (f) to own property, etc. (note: nearly all
jihadist terrorists became al Qaeda operatives after lengthy residences in the
west, and most say—even Atta, the leader of the 9/11 attack in his diary—that
they found individual freedom to be horrible, a spiritual wasteland, a soulless
state of despondency and misery. they found that they hated freedom worse than
any other western value. their writings also reveal that they particularly hated the
lure and attractiveness of western cultures—they were lost without the collective
and its values);

e honesty,

e social recognition of the individual,

e rule of law and primacy of the contract,

e comfort and convenience,

e hedonism,

e materialism (capitalism), and

e personal equity (individual and property rights especially and the equity
distribution notion that those contributing the most are rewarded the most—as
opposed to the collectivistic notion that all share equally).

Previously, the distinction was that collectivistic cultures tend to be less
industrialized and wealthy, more rural. However, today, Japan, India, South Korea,
Taiwan, Singapore, Hong Kong, Malaysia, and huge portions of china, though more and
more industrialized, retain much of their collectivistic nature. In other words, identity is
based in the social system. Order is provided by the organization. The most important
values for those in collectivist cultures include virtue as exhibited through:

e harmony,

e face-saving,

e respect for and conformity to the wishes of elders and parents,

e long term, close relationships

e equality in the distribution of rewards among peers (fostering group harmony)

e Fulfillment of the needs of others, particularly in—group.8

Summary
We have seen that there has been and still exists a huge gap in perceiving the world

between the West and East. By categorizing these differences by context (High and Low),
by social orientation (individualism and collectivism) shows how different and how deeply

® Tracy Novinger, Intercultural Communication: A Practical Guide. (Austin, TX; 2001), 83-85.
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these societies and cultures understand life and the world around them, and how these
differences have and still are causing misunderstanding and miscommunication among
one another. However, this paper report does not intend to illumine which perception is
superior/inferior nor right or wrong, but is rather to acknowledge these differences and
understand each side’s context and to ponder on how to approach toward one another in
a more complex and dynamic society of today.
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Summary: The book explores reading
the stories in the Bible from a
perspective of migration. The authors
recognize the world in which we live is
the world of migration where so many
people leave their homes to a new
strange place by force or by choice.
They help to discover that such
migration reality is also found in the
Bible. In fact, our faith stories began
with the story of Abraham who was
called by God to leave their home.
Taking 12 different stories from Genesis
to the Acts, the authors lift up the
stories of Hagar, Tamar, Moses, Ruth
and Naomi, Jonah, Jesus' family, and
those of Lydia to name just a few. They
re—tell the stories as if the persons in
the Bible are telling their stories to us,
the contemporary hearers and readers
of the 21° century. Each chapter has a
brief scholarly commentary of the text,
as well as the real examples of
multicultural and migration issues in
Korea, which can be applied and
relevant to North American contexts. It

ends with the guided questions for readers for praxis and practical engagements.

The book is intended for to be used in Bible studies, intercultural ministry, Christian

education and preaching settings.
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