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Applause For Chinese Business Etiquette

“ONE OF THE STARS OF THE CHINA GAME HAS MADE A SUBSTANTIAL CONTRIBUTION TO ALL OF HIS FELLOW TEAM MEMBERS. With this book as a guide, the average businessman might just win one for the Gipper.… Important fundamentals … clear explanations … humorous … comprehensive … a welcome introduction to the rhythm and grace of Chinese social interaction.”

—Asian Wall Street Journal

“After watching two decades of China's ‘reform and opening,’ Seligman's keen eye for both change and continuity will be appreciated by new visitors and old hands alike. A PERCEPTIVE AND COMPREHENSIVE TOUR OF CHINESE MANNERS AND INTERACTIONS WITH FOREIGNERS.”

—Douglas Murray, president, National Committee on U.S.-China Relations

“Takes the myth and mystery out of doing business in the modern-day Middle Kingdom.… Goes way beyond the rites and rituals of doing business in China to explore the way your Chinese business partner or negotiating adversary thinks and must operate to survive in his own system.”

—James McGregor, chief representative, China, Dow Jones & Co., and former president of the American Chamber of Commerce in China

“ESSENTIAL … PRACTICAL, INFORMED, BALANCED … Scott Seligman knows China and the Chinese.”

—Jerome A. Cohen, resident partner (Hong Kong office), Paul, Weiss, Rifkind, Wharton & Garrison, Attorneys at Law

“RELEVANT … POWERFUL … FASCINATING … a wealth of useful information. … Provides readers with a wider social context, making at times compelling reading. … An accessible and thorough reference book that will do much to reassure the foreign businessman.”

—Far East Business

“VALUABLE, IN FACT, ESSENTIAL. … Its clear and concise prose leaves the reader well prepared and eager for an encounter with the Chinese—on their turf!”

—David B. Warner, senior vice president, ChinaVest Limited, and former general manager, China/Hong Kong/South Asia, First National Bank of Chicago

“USEFUL.… NOT JUST FOR FIRST-TIMERS.… Instills a sense of comfort and camaraderie. … Level-headed … informed, unpretentious, and often funny.”

—Business Traveller

“Leads the reader through both the logistical and cultural hazards. … His insights will prove AS VALUABLE FOR THE EXPERIENCED CHINA HAND AS FOR THE FIRST-TIME VISITOR.”

—Arthur Rosen, president emeritus, National Committee on U.S.-China Relations

“Sensible … useful … Seligman certainly knows his way around China and the Chinese. He knows, too, how to deal with the 2,500 years of etiquette that faces those hoping to break into Chinese life and business. … SELIGMAN WRITES IN AN EASY, COMPREHENSIBLE STYLE, LACING HIS ADMONITIONS WITH CONSIDERABLE WIT.”

—South China Morning Post

“WISE, CHARMING, PRACTICAL, AND COMPREHENSIVE … the definitive guide to bridging U.S.-China cultural barriers. Seligman's witty and measured style bears witness to his own mastery of the formidable patience, fair-mindedness, and good humor necessary to successful dealings with China. … No neophyte should go to China unarmed with this book.”

—Judith Shapiro, coauthor, Son of the Revolution and After the Nightmare
To the memory of my father, William R. Seligman (1918–1997)
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Preface

IN THE DECADE SINCEDEALING WITH THE CHINESE WAS FIRST published, interacting with the Chinese has become increasingly like interacting with nationals from most other countries. As China bounds headlong into the twenty-first century at a pace hitherto unknown in its history, and sloughs off its Leninist skin for good in favor of its own peculiar coat of “socialism with Chinese characteristics,” the influence of the West—in technology, but also in culture and manners—is more and more keenly felt.

For example, when Dealing with the Chinese was written in 1988, mainland Chinese really did still refer to each other as tongzhi, which means “comrade.” In the late 1990s, by contrast, when this term is employed at all, it is generally used either sarcastically or to describe an old revolutionary who has just died. A decade ago it would have been an unpardonable slight not to send a welcoming party to the airport to receive a visiting foreign business delegation; today, in all but extremely high-level visits, doing this has become the exception rather than the rule. In the first book I warned those hosting Chinese visitors in their home countries to eschew hamburgers and pizza in favor of more Chinese-style fare; this was, however, before the conquest of the People's Republic of China (PRC) market by McDonald's, Pizza Hut, and Domino's and the ecumenical effects they have wreaked on the Chinese palate.

None of this means that the old rules no longer govern. The Chinese have not become Americans overnight, nor will they ever become so, no matter how many joint ventures they establish or how many of their children undertake graduate study in the West. Not even the Taiwanese or the Hong Kong Chinese, who are arguably two or three decades further along the Westernization curve than their mainland brethren, have scrapped their Chinese values, norms, attitudes, or rules of conduct. What they have done is to adapt to a rapidly changing environment. And adaptation generally means changing not only observable behavior, but, ultimately, also perceptions, attitudes, and expectations as well.

What all of this does mean is that it is getting rarer and rarer to find a Chinese entirely untouched by at least some foreign values and behavior patterns. It means that fewer people, especially urban Chinese, fit old stereotypical profiles, and one now finds examples—sometimes pervasive, sometimes isolated—of Western thinking and behavior in even the most traditional of Chinese people. The truth is, being Chinese is coming more and more to imply incorporating some formerly Western, and now increasingly universal, values, attitudes, and practices. At a minimum, as more Chinese get a taste of Western values, they become more understanding and forgiving of Western manners when they encounter them.

The problem is, one can't count on being so indulged in any given situation. Chinese still view the world through Chinese lenses, and most can't help but look askance at those who deviate from accepted norms. Conversely, they are impressed and flattered when foreigners do things “the right way”—that is, their way. Understanding what the Chinese expect and why they expect it is still, therefore, vitally important to all who wish to deal with them. In most cases it continues to make the crucial difference between success and failure. It remains the goal of this book.

I have had the good fortune to spend the last three years in China —my first extended period of residence here since the early 1980s. I had traveled to the PRC many times in the interim, and so I was not unaware of the profound changes that have occurred in the Chinese social fabric, but it took relocating to China for me to understand them in more than a superficial way.

My work in a joint venture has permitted me to view firsthand the commingling of—and conflicts between—the Chinese and Western approaches to business and life. That the joint venture felt very Chinese to my Western colleagues and me but struck our Chinese colleagues as unmistakably foreign seems to me to speak volumes. The young, English-speaking Chinese with whom I worked have proven able teachers. They kept me current on how they view the world and what is and isn't true about today's China. In many cases, it's quite a jump from the China I knew fifteen years ago.

New China, however, remains very much a work in progress, and while some of the rules of the past continue to apply, the norms and values that govern are by all measures a rapidly moving target. To remain useful to foreigners who wish to deepen their understanding of China, therefore, the book needed a good dusting off.

Chinese Business Etiquette is the revised version, rewritten not only to take into account the profound changes of the last decade, but also to reflect a deeper understanding of some traditional Chinese constructs—like mianzi, (face) and guanxi (connections) —that I have been privileged to acquire over the last several years. It is my sincere hope that it will remain useful for many years to come.

Scott D. Seligman

Beijing

Foreword by Robert A. Kapp

WHETHER IT IS AIRPLANE READING ON THE FIRST TRIP TO China or late-night hotel brush-up reading on the fiftieth business trip, Chinese Business Etiquette sets a high standard for a reader-friendly, business-useful guide to the behavioral labyrinth that Americans and other Westerners encounter in China.

This book demystifies much of what otherwise might baffle and intimidate foreigners at work or play in China. It renders normal what might otherwise seem dauntingly exotic. It gives nervous first-timers enough of a sense of what to expect that they will not be bowled over when they encounter it. It provides reassurance to readers that their experiences in China are most likely not unique, and certainly not mainly caused by the reader's particularities. But in the end, no matter how many times we consult Chinese Business Etiquette before, during, or after an “action” in China, there will be new insights to glean, new ideas to share with this lively author and his lively book. Chinese Business Etiquette will never render itself obsolete.

What this book manages so happily to do is tread the fine line between necessary generalization and treacherous caricature. Americans and Chinese often start with a certain “They all look alike” approach to one another. It is amusing, if dismaying, to find generation after generation of well-established Americans “discovering” that despite names that “sound the same” and black hair and other shared features, the Chinese people “aren't all alike after all.” The same thing happens the other way around; I know from experience.

Scott Seligman has studied and lived in China long enough to distill many of the key shared behavioral characteristics that Chinese people generally display, without falling into overly gross generalizations about “them.” China, as anyone who has spent time there knows, has its “ways.” The old American pop culture phrase about “Confucius say,” despite its racist linguistic parody, was rooted in a real phenomenon, the fact that China “has an old saying” for just about any human situation imaginable.

The blackboard of Chineseness, in spite of Mao Zedong's characterization of the impoverished Chinese masses as “poor and blank,” has never been empty. The geographer Rhoads Murphey, writing three decades ago about the historic dilemmas of China's modernization, noted that China never suffered through an identity crisis (“Who are we?”) as it faced the unfamiliar cultural and material challenge of the modern West. To the contrary, the Chinese never doubted for a moment who they were. The problem of modernity, Murphey noted, sprang more from the fact that the Chinese, so comfortably rooted in China's established cultural system, found the setbacks and defeats of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries utterly discordant with the accustomed norms that went with being Chinese in the first place. Seligman is on solid ground in portraying widely shared and long-inherited behavioral norms, rooted in truly ancient Chinese customs and traditions.

While Seligman has excelled in these broad and interpretive introductions of essential aspects of contemporary Chinese human relations and behavior, he helps us to understand that one of those enduring norms is what I might call the “power of situational specificity.”

Much of what a foreigner encounters in China is neither totally standardized cookie-cutter behavior nor the utterly unique, for-you-and-you-alone response that Americans raised on a diet of individual self-expression yearn for when visiting or working in China. Americans are sometimes dismayed to discover that they are in fact receiving “Foreign Guest/American/Male/Middle-aged” or “Foreigner/Intellectual/China Novice/Young” treatment by their Chinese counterparts. This is what I mean by the power of situational specificity.

As Seligman conveys, the core concepts of classical Chinese philosophy, which have percolated down through 2,500 or more years of essentially continuous civilization, revolve around human relationships. Notwithstanding the arrival of modern nationalism and Marxist-Leninist social revolution in the present century, these norms of human behavior have never been eradicated. And at the center of these norms is the idea that right behavior is situationally appropriate: that proper behavior toward one's elders is different from that toward one's juniors, that parents must behave “parentally” toward their offspring while their offspring must demonstrate “filial piety” toward their parents, that one's closest loyalties are to close family in all situations. And that, to take the focal issues of Seligman's book, “foreign guests” are to be treated in certain ways because they are foreign guests.

In the past, I often briefed delegations of educated and professionally prominent Americans preparing to visit China for the first time. I found from my own lengthening experience in China that they needed to know the following: On about the eleventh day of a three-week visit, someone in the group would look at the fourteen-dish luncheon staring him in the face, suddenly become pale, and announce in a choking voice, “I want a watercress salad,” or “I have got to have a peanut butter-and-jelly sandwich or I may lose my self-control.” I tried to reassure the travelers, who usually looked at me with some suspicion, that an incident like this was normal and predictable, but that it would do no good to wallow around in the bathos of it.

The mini-rebellion against yet another fourteen-dish luncheon, I suggested, was the first sign of real understanding of what it means to be in China. The fact was, I pointed out, that foreign guests got fourteen-dish lunches because they were Foreign Guests. That is, the category “Foreign Guest” brought with it a whole set of situationally required forms of treatment, one of which was huge meals. That the guest wanted a peanut butter sandwich instead was really not the point; foreign guests get Foreign Guest treatment.

The second meaning of the Peanut Butter Rebellion Syndrome, though, was somewhat deeper, and touches on what makes Scott Seligman's book so rewarding and useful. The Americans’ frustration over the luncheon menu, in my view, expressed a deeper uneasiness that one simply has to manage and deal with if one is to function effectively in China.

That uneasiness is that China really is bigger than we are. That no matter how impressive any particular person—foreign or Chinese, for that matter—might be, no matter how significant an “achiever” one might know oneself to be from all those triumphs at Harvard or General Consolidated Amalgamated Enterprises or from the law review or the hotshot legislative staffer's inside track, none of that matters a whole lot in China. Americans discover to their dismay that the route to effectiveness in China lies not in demonstrations of individual brilliance or pyrotechnics, but rather in mastering the unfamiliar requirements of situational specificity.

The bad news is that, for many Americans, this is uncomfortable and arduous. Why say the same thing that everybody else says on set-piece occasions? Isn't that a repression of personality, a rejection of one's own dignity? In the end, isn't acting in accordance with the externally defined situational requirement simply foolish?

Not if it works.

The good news, as Scott Seligman's book makes so seriously and amusingly clear, is that acting in accordance with the requirements of highly nuanced but seldom unique situations is a learnable skill. You don't have to be born in China to learn it. You don't have to be ethnically Chinese to learn it. You don't have to know the Chinese language to learn it. You don't have to have a Ph.D. to learn it. You're not at a fatal disadvantage in learning it just because you're one of those straight-shooting, no-nonsense Americans that most Americans think themselves to be.

In any cross-cultural encounter, there is plenty of room for simple, untrained warmth and good will, calm dignity, and the kind of broad acceptance of shared humanity that can link human beings together in any time or any place. But, in my view, good will and a kind of misty affirmation of the brotherhood/sisterhood of humankind is seldom sufficient to ensure satisfying and rewarding engagements with our Chinese friends and colleagues.

Neither is a starting belief that because, in some theological sense, every individual (Chinese or non-Chinese) is completely unique, no generalizations at all—no broad guidelines to Chinese human relations situations whatever—can ever apply.

Chinese Business Etiquette is a primer, a guide, and a refresher course for all of us as we strive to improve our effectiveness in dealing with Chinese counterparts on their home soil. As I approach my fortieth visit to China, more than two decades after I made my first trip, I am glad that I have Seligman close at hand. He, through this wonderful book, is the perfect traveling and business companion.
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“If you enter a region, ask what its prohibitions are; if you visit a country, ask what its customs are; if you cross a family's threshold, ask what its taboos are.”

— From Li Ji (The Book of Rites)

One of the five Confucian classics,circa 500 B.C.
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‘Goes much further than the do’s and don'ts ... useful lessons for the new-
comer and good reminders for the China hand."—Asian Wall Street Journal
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