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Praise for Close Encounters of a Cultural Kind

‘A kaleidoscope of beautiful stories! I absolutely enjoyed this journey across different cultures especially being able to relate to some of them. I had a chance to live and work in Japan, so needless to say, I have a soft spot in my heart for that country. The Japanese salesman story is a great example of how different Western and Eastern cultures can be, especially when it comes to relationship building and communication. This book, full of real life stories and critical incidents, is an excellent guide that will give you the right set of tools to understand people from a reality that may be vastly different than yours, and will help you to develop what the world sometimes needs most of all – cross-cultural empathy.’

Marina Dzhashi, Moscow-based cross-cultural consultant and host on “International Business Ethics”

‘This book is a delicious smorgasbord of cross-cultural experiences and adventures, recounted in an amusing and easily digestible style. A delightful array of quirky encounters, unbelievable scrapes and the kindness of strangers, it is also testament to truth being stranger than fiction. From selling bikes in China for fistfuls of dirty banknotes, to speeding across the desert in Abu Dhabi in a brand new Mercedes and trying to buy a dining table in Japan, Richard learns something from every cross-cultural encounter and is not ashamed to admit that he didn’t always get it right, despite facing new opportunities with enthusiasm and an open mind. His insights into North Korea were fascinating and his description of a Japanese-Brazilian training group had me laughing out loud. Buy it and enjoy!’

Patti McCarthy, author of Cultural Chemistry: Simple Strategies for Bridging Cultural Gaps

‘“Lapland is the real land of Finland. It is a land where thoughts are unhurried, where words are few and where solitude is greatly valued. The tourist will enjoy this country if he can understand the silence.” This quotation is characteristic of Richard Lewis’s new book. I love it, partly because of the author’s surprising ending remarks in several of the chapters. He declares that the Greenlandic fishermen have a keen sense of humour, tolerance of other cultures and are rather easy-going. You could say the same about the writer of this book. Read, learn, smile and enjoy!’

Uno Grönkvist, former Senior Vice President Corporate Relations, Swedish Telecom

‘Close Encounters of a Cultural Kind is another addition to Richard Lewis’s fascinating library of analyses of cultures and cultural trends. This time, however, it’s personal. Lewis relates his personal encounters as he travels around the world in stories rich in observation, insight and entertainment. With a preface by Milton Bennett, another noted cultural analyst, Lewis travels from Europe to the Far East, the Middle East and the Americas to bring us stories of people and places we hardly expect. For interculturalists in search of case studies and the general reader alike, it’s a fascinating and thoroughly enjoyable read.’

Barry Tomalin, author of World Business Culture: a Handbook

‘Historically, “cultural encounters” have often created wars and split people. In this precious little gem of a book, Richard shows how beautifully cultural barriers can be overcome when people meet face-to-face. How we, despite different outlooks, can build bridges across cultural gaps with mindful, respectful and humorous approaches. The stories, told in a vibrant and captivating voice, ranging from thought provoking and insightful to adventurous and hilarious, are a delightful read. The charming characters of broad cultural variety bring the whole world into your hands, making hearts bond over a jolly good laugh. And frankly, what can be better?’

Marit Imeland Gjesme, Founder of CultureCatch® intercultural training consultancy
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PREFACE

Richard Lewis is definitely old-school intercultural. I say this with fondness and a real respect for the ‘second generation’ – professionals who blazed trails that opened the new field for further exploration. Richard began his international adventures immediately in the wake of the publication of E.T. Hall’s seminal Silent Language, the first book that mentions ‘intercultural communication’. Richard subsequently made his own substantial contribution to the framing of cultural differences, but this book is something different. It is more about his direct experience of cultural differences than it is about explanations of them, told in a voice which is direct and not filtered by academic jargon

The first story, ‘Bangor’, presents Richard’s style admirably. After setting the context with recognizable details of an innovative language program, he provides a few broad-brush descriptions of cultural behavior: ‘The Italian men danced with the blonde Finnish girls … The Finnish men occupied the bar … The Japanese stood around modestly …’. He never actually says that Italians are like this and Finns are like that. He simply presents his observations of the behavior without omitting the cultural affiliations. I suppose a naïve reader might think he was stereotyping the cultures, but his statements are seldom about cultures per se; rather, they are about people who happen to be from certain cultures. I think the appropriate reading of these statements is to take them as details in a story, not as claims made about groups of people.

Although it is clearly not Richard’s goal in this book to convey conceptual framing of his stories, I nevertheless think it would be useful to offer a definition of cultural generalizations and how they differ from cultural stereotypes. Anytime we talk about anything, we are generalizing (categorizing) to some extent, since otherwise we would only be able to describe our sensory sensations. The moment we categorize our perception as ‘a cow’, we have generalized, since, as semanticists have long taught, cow1 is not cow2. Similarly, person1 is not person2, but it is useful to intercultural communication to define certain forms of behavior that are more or less common to particular groups of persons and that differ across groups.

Generalizations about culture are not so much about the culture than they are about the observational categories that are used to distinguish the cultural behavior. One of the original examples of this kind of category is E.T. Hall’s distinction of low context and high-context communication behavior. Hall did not intend to characterize entire cultures as more low or high context; rather he claimed that the distinction might be useful in identifying a potential cultural difference in communication behavior that could impact cross-cultural understanding. Richard Lewis followed that tradition in formulating his categories of linear-active, cyclic, etc.

Cultural generalizations become stereotypes when they are rigidly applied, particularly when the claim is made that a generalization applies to every individual in a group. For instance, it is a true generalization that you are more likely to find linear-active style represented in European American and Northern European cultures. But it becomes a stereotype if you assume that a particular American or European uses that style. In other words, generalizations are statements of probability, not descriptions of actuality. This explains why you shouldn’t make a cultural generalization from having met one or a few people from a cultural group. It is a stereotype to assume that particular individuals are ‘representative’ of the group!

Now, returning to the first story, Richard is saying something about specific Italians. It is really up to us to decide if this particular behavior fits accurate cultural generalizations about the group. I live part-time in Northern Italy, teach in an Italian university, and read a lot about Italian culture. I know a few Italian men who might not find blonde Finnish women attractive, but I’d say that by describing the Italian men in this way, Richard is implying an accurate generalization about young Italian men’s interest in women over their interest in drinking. From my quasi-Italian perspective, I was particularly amused by Richard’s description of the Italian men unapologetically switching from macho challenges to realistic self-preservation at the end of the story. It seems to be a good example of the generalization that Italians are concerned with image, but not to the point of stupidity!

In addition to Europeans, Richard gives a lot of attention to East Asian cultures, particularly Japan and Korea. I have less experience in South Korea and none in North Korea, but I found Richard’s observations about the time he spent there compelling and relevant to our current understanding of those countries. With his keen eye for detail and his ear for dialogue, Richard gives us the view that a thoughtful non-specialist might have of those places. For those of us who in fact are specialists in intercultural communication, it is refreshing to read these relatively non-analytical descriptions. Of course, Richard is capable of being analytical, but he mostly restrains himself to give us this more layperson’s view. He does show his analytic side in the story ‘Back to the Future’, which is introduced by an interesting treatise on Richard’s linear-active/cyclic time distinction, but then moves on to one of the innumerable ‘time is flexible’ situations that most of us have experienced.

I was particularly struck by the subtle insights offered in Richard’s stories about Japan. Having considerable professional experience there, many of his observations rang true to me. For instance, in the story about obligation (‘The Akakura Skier’), he describes a behavior that many of us who have worked in Japan have noticed (probably less dramatically). The story includes a description of an injured skier who first avoids and then accepts obligation to his helpers, and a father whose child was saved and who miserably could not repay the debt. He raises the same theme in the story (‘Fire in Shoto-cho’) about a rich man whose house burnt and who was thereby indebted to the neighbors for their inconvenience. The English language demands ‘repay the debt’ in this situation, but that phrase does not really capture the idea that the relationship is out of balance. It is impossible to be ‘out of debt’ in this kind of situation – one can only accept the special obligation that has been incurred by the circumstance.

As a generalization, obligation in Japan is not just a temporary inequity in otherwise egalitarian conditions. Rather, obligation pervades all relationships, both those that involve hierarchical differences and those among “equals.” Rather than attempting to avoid or eliminate obligation, as is the wont of many Northern Europeans and European Americans, people in Japan are more likely to engage in reciprocal gifting or favoring that is carefully balanced to move tolerable levels of obligation back and forth among the related people. A traumatic event can upset the balance irretrievably, as Richard alludes to with his stories.

But it doesn’t take a traumatic event to upset the balance of obligation a little, as illustrated by a recent cultural faux pas I apparently made with a former student in Japan. She had invited me to speak at a conference and spent prodigious amounts of time arranging for my visit. Without much consideration other than European American gratitude (I’m embarrassed to admit), I presented several gifts to her and her husband. I was surprised and then chagrined when, just before I departed, I was presented with twice as many gifts as I had given. Upon reflection and confirming it to be the case, what had happened was that I had not correctly factored in the lifelong obligation incurred by a student to his or her teacher, and my excessive gifts had tipped the relationship a little out of balance. In discussing the situation, my student points out that giri is an obligation that can be repaid, but on is one that cannot be repaid – only carefully balanced.

It is not accidental that most of the first and second-generation interculturalists and many of the rest of us – I am probably the 2.5-generation – spent a lot of time in Japan. One of the first uses of observational categories to describe cultural difference was Ruth Benedict’s 1946 book The Chrysanthemum and the Sword, which was about Japanese culture. The first conference of interculturalists occurred in Japan, at International Christian University, 1972. And, as Richard notes, Japan presents Westerners with a lot of cultural surprises. But as he also demonstrates with his stories set in an array of national cultures, one can be surprised anywhere – including in one’s own society.

Current applications of intercultural communication are expanding the observation of relevant cultural differences beyond those of national societies. In fact, several of the original formulations of these techniques were made by contrasting different kinds of cultural groups – notably, Native American tribal groups. But it is true that many of the first two generations of interculturalists focused on national cultural differences to exemplify the observations. There probably were several reasons for this, including the interest in (and funding for) understanding national cultural motivations in World War II, and the expansion of international travel and study abroad after that war. Today (2020), important cultural differences are no longer ‘far away’. As Marshall McLuhan said so long ago (1964) in correctly predicting the multicultural future: ‘In the global village, our neighbors will be profoundly different than us.’ I believe he meant that in his future, we would not need to travel to be in contact with cultural differences – it would come to us. We are now living in that future. It has come to us through hyper-connected communication, immigration, political and climate refugees, more recognition of long-existing domestic cultural differences in ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, and emerging cultures of identification. The frontier of intercultural communication is now next door.

Making intercultural communication relevant to successful living in multicultural societies is a two-pronged effort. One prong is to retrieve and reemphasize the roots of the field. That means going back to the origin of cultural relativity in recognizing the integrity of every worldview, not just those of national cultures. And it means recognizing how intercultural communication bridged the separateness of unique worldviews by creating categories for observing and adapting to cultural differences. The other prong is to develop new domestic strategies for bridging cultural differences without imposing one culture onto another – to develop the capability of mutual adaptation rather than one-way assimilation.

Assimilation has traditionally worked in two ways. One was the willingness of visitors and immigrants to ‘do in Rome as the Romans’. The other was the insistence of host culture members that newcomers become as similar as possible to them. Both of these aspects of assimilation are now under revision. On the one hand, immigrants and particularly refugees are resisting the loss of their cultures entailed by assimilation. What used to be the ‘third-generation’ effect of immigrants’ children assimilating and their children searching for their ethnic roots, has now shifted back to the immigrants themselves, or at least to their children, all insisting on maintaining ethnic heritage. Partially as a result of this commitment to multiculturality, the idea of ‘when in Rome …’ is changing to ‘everywhere is Rome’. Once-dominant ethnic groups are losing their power to impose assimilation, and in response they are turning inward, seeking dominance through threatening others rather than incorporating them.

Assimilation is no longer sustainable, but the alternative need not be ethnic isolation and violence. Framing Richard Lewis’ stories in the context of today’s multicultural demands, we can see that he is evidencing an early form of mutual adaptation. Most of the people he describes are trying to get along with him, and he certainly is trying to get along with them. This is the model that we need to apply domestically – respect for each other’s cultural differences, and a mutual willingness to go beyond tolerance and really engage one another in the business of building multicultural societies.

Milton J. Bennett, Ph.D.

Dec. 18, 2019
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