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CHAPTERl 

INTRODUCTION 

With the globalization of world trade, cross-cultural technical communication is 

becoming increasingly important. More and more technical communicators find 

themselves in a situation to write for an audience whose cultural background is different 

from their own. Thus, in addition to the considerations involved in a normal writing 

situation, such as an audience's need for information and level of skill, these technical 

communicators need to consider cultural elements as well. Because a lack of knowledge 

of the culture is one major problem affecting the effectiveness of the cross-cultural 

communication (Dakich 1989), cross-cultural technical communicators must understand 

the communication practices of other cultures, including thinking and persuasion, when 

creating effective technical documents for cross-cultural audiences. Practical, culture­

specific guidelines based on such understanding are especially needed to help cross­

cultural technical communicators create documents suited to the audience of the specific 

culture. 

The present study attempts to meet this need. It examines the thinking mode and 

persuasive strategies used in the Chinese culture and provides general guidelines for 

creating technical documents for people of the Chinese cultural background. Because the 
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Chinese are playing an increasingly important role in world trade, they are among the 

potential audiences of the cross-cultural tec.hnical communicator. 

In the rest of the chapter, I will explain the need for the study, review some 

literature, define the audience and scope for the study, and preview the following 

chapters. I will also define several terms I use frequently in the dissertation. 

Need for the Study 

Over the last twenty years, international business has increased dramatically. In 

the 1980s, more than 30,000 U.S. companies were exporting products abroad (Lathan 

1982). All major companies had international operations of one kind or another, and 

others were planning to have such operations (Mackin 1989). For many companies in the 

1990s, such as the Digital Equipment Corporation, exports are responsible for 25 to 50% 

of total sales (Sprung 1990). It is not surprising, then, that export sales made up twice as 

large a part of the U.S. Gross National Product in 1991 as they did just 20 years ago 

(Limaye and Victor 1991 ). Considering the fact that more and more companies are 

engaging in international operations, this percentage is undoubtedly higher now. 

One of the major difficulties international business encounters is that of 

communicating effectively between cultures (Glenn 1962). Along with the products that 

are crossing borders are technical publications of all kinds (Weymouth 1990). Although 
' ' 

95 to 99% of the correspondence in international business is conducted in English 

regardless of the country of origin or receipt (Kilpatrick 1984 ), communication problems 
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still exist. Using English as an international language does not necessarily imply a shared 

value system and a common way of inform'ation processing. 

Emily Thrush describes a real world situation that is a very good example of 

communication problems in international technical communication (1993). Some U.S. 

engineers were installing Korean-made escalators in Mexico. The Korean manufacturer 

provided an English translation of the installation and maintenance instructions. 

However, these instructions were organized so differently from those the engineers were 

used to that they were virtually useless. Technical writers at the home office had to 

rewrite the instructions. However, the writers also had to consider whether even these 

rewritten instructions would be suitable for use by the Mexican engineers who would 

subsequently maintain the equipment. They had to consider if they needed to produce yet 

another version of the manual for the Mexican engineers. 

William Horton (1989) also tells of examples of cross-cultural communication 

problems. An advertisement for laundry detergent failed in the Middle East because it 

had not taken into account the different reading habits among cultures. The 

advertisement showed dirty clothes on the left, a box of the detergent in the middle, and 

clean clothes on the right. Because Arabic is read primarily right to left, the effect of the 

advertisement was opposite of what the product's manufacturers wanted. Another 

example of cross-cultural miscommunication involved the different associations of color 

for different cultures. Designers for the United States Indian Service used color codes for 

the candidates in a Navajo election, which inadvertently biased voting. In the Navajo 
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culture, blue symbolizes good and red bad. Later, the designers replaced the colors with 

the photographs of the candidates. 

We may even find examples of cross-cultural communication problems in the 

lives around us. According to some Chinese graduate students in the Computer Science 

Department at Oklahoma State University, a textbook on object-oriented programming 

has been causing them many comprehension problems. The American author used 

American culture-specific analogies to explain the difficult object-oriented concepts. 

Consequently, these analogies, inappropriate for people of a different cultural 

background, increase, rather than relieve, the load of cognition for these people. (I will 

describe this example in more detail in Chapter 4.) 

A professor of English at Oklahoma State University also talked about his 

experience with a cross-cultural communication problem. He purchased a modem that 

was made in China. When he tried to assemble the modem following the accompanying 

instructions, he found the instructions not at all helpful. Although the instructions were 

in English, they were written in a way different from his expectations, which caused 

comprehension problems. 

Clearly, there are many such communication problems in the cross-cultural 

context, and the increasing globalization of world trade is likely to increase their 

ocurrences. In order to avoid such problems and achieve effective communication, cross­

cultural technical communicators face an unusual challenge. In addition to the 

considerations involved in a normal writing situation, cross-cultural technical 

communicators need to understand the language, communication practices, and thinking 
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of the other culture as well. Consequently, a growing interest in international technical 

communication has been one of the most significant developments in technical 

communication during the 1980s and 1990s (Kohl et al. 1993). The best proof is the 

establishment of the International Technical Communication Professional Interest 

Committee within the Society for Technical Communication in 1989 (Hoft 1995). 

Quite a few articles have appeared in recent years that deal with international 

technical communication in terms of a specific culture. Some discuss technical 

communication from the perspective of a particular culture; others provide insights into 

how to create technical documents for users of that culture. That particular culture has 

often been Japanese, as the literature review section below will show. In fact, Kohl et al. 

refer to communication with the Japanese as the "focal point" of the growing interest in 

international technical communication during the 1980s and 1990s (1993, 62). This 

special interest in Japan is due to the close economic relation between the U.S. and Japan 

(many of the researchers are Americans), as well as the significant position Japan has in 

the world economy. 

There is now a growing need to study cross-cultural technical communication 

involving Chinese culture. With the open-door policy and fifteen years of successful 

reforms, China is steadily emerging as an important new player in world commerce. 

Trade with China makes up 5% of total world trade (Engholm 1994). China's total 

foreign trade reached almost $74 billion by 1986; by 1993, the figure had rocketed to 

$158 billion and is estimated to reach $293 billion by 1998. China purchased $83 billion 

worth of goods from foreign suppliers in 1993; the figure is estimated to reach $150 
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billion by 1998 (Engholm 1994). Thus, the immensity of the country and its rapidly 

growing economy provide a huge market for international investors, manufacturers, and 

other business people. 

An increasing number of firms from the West now reap profits there, including 

H.J. Heinz, Avon Products, McCall's, Bausch & Lomb, and many others. For example, 

Avon projects its sales to China to increase rapidly from $1.5 million in 1991 to $1 

billion annually in the near future (Engholm 1994). China has become the 14th largest 

export market for American products; U.S. exports to China reached $9.3 billion in 1994 

[Lawrence et al 1995(a)]. Chinese orders account for a large share of the overseas 

business of such American giants as airplane manufacturer Boeing and high-tech 

companies Motorola, AT&T, and IBM [Lawrence et al. 1995(b)]. Technical 

communication is an indispensable part of business relations and can greatly affect the 

success of businesses. 

Clearly written product descriptions and user manuals with adequate information 

can increase the usability of the product and enhance its image as a quality product. This 

image will help sales and bring in more business. On the other hand, if poorly written, 

these documents can hinder usability and damage the image of the product and the 

company, which will certainly affect future business. This effect of technical 

communication, of course, applies to business both within a culture and across cultures. 

However, in cross-cultural business, the effect of technical communication is 

enlarged because of cultural factors. An otherwise well-written proposal may fail to win 

a contract from the target readers of a different culture because the proposal writers are 

6 



unaware of certain cultural customs or expectations, thus unwittingly offending the 

readers. Even once a sale is done, the company may lose the chance of future business if 

the documents accompanying the product fail to take into account cultural factors. For 

example, the documents may be organized in a way different from the way users are used 

to with their different mode of thinking, thus making the documents difficult to process. 

In this case, users may question not only the quality of the documents but also that of the 

product, even the sincerity or competence of the company. The least consequence of 

such inadequate documents is raising costs, because the documents have to be redone, as 

is the case in Thrush's real-world example I described earlier. Therefore, understanding 

the target culture, especially its thinking mode and persuasive techniques, will help make 

the cross-cultural technical communication more effective and contribute to the success 

of the businesses. 

Yet, despite the growing need for studying cross-cultural technical 

communication with respect to China, no such studies exist so far. No guidelines exist on 

how to communicate technical information to people of Chinese culture. The present 

study fills this void. It examines Chinese culture in terms of its mode of thinking and 

distinct persuasive techniques to achieve an understanding of the culture that will inform 

the cross-cultural technical communication. And it provides cross-cultural technical 

communicators with culture-specific guidelines based on the understanding. As the first 

one done to meet the need of the reality, this study is both necessary and valuable. 

7 



Review of the Literature 

Timothy Weiss (1992) creates the metaphor "Ourselves among others" to describe 

the internationalism of business and technical communication in the 1990s. Weiss sees 

business and technical writing as "growing out of a need to 'build bridges' between 

ourselves and others" (23). Therefore, this metaphor "signifies that 'bridge-building' 

across differences will be the key in contexts becoming at once more heterogeneous and 

global" (23). "Ourselves among others" also suggests "the paradox of communication: a 

sharing, a constructed commonality, among our differences" (24). Although Weiss' 

metaphor does not seem to have caught on, it is one valuable attempt, and so far the only 

attempt, to conceptualize international technical communication. 

Lack of much theoretical study may be one of the characteristics of a new field, 

and international technical communication is a relatively new field. (Nearly all works 

were produced in the '80s and '90s, and most in the '90s, to meet the needs of the fast 

growing international trade.) Consequently, despite the increasing need for its study, 

only relatively few works exist in this field. Those that do, however, reveal the true 

situation of the field: new but full of vitality. 

The works are mainly newsletter essays and journal articles. Most authors are 

practitioners writing from their own observations and experiences, and they tend to 

address specific issues in a pragmatic way. There have been very few, if any, empirical 

investigations; conclusions are frequently suggestions or hypotheses that need further 
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study. In this section, I will review some of these works to provide a limited picture of 

this new field and discuss how the present $tudy fits in the literature. 

Generally, we can classify the existing literature on international technical 

communication into two categories according to author focus: globalization of technical 

documents and localization of technical documents. Authors who focus on globalization 

of technical documents look into elements involved in writing for an international 

audience, either an audience with a variety of cultural backgrounds or an audience in any 

culture different from that of the writer. Basically, globalizing technical documents 

means making the documents universal by eliminating culture-specific information and 

elements, including slang and culture-specific images and references. Globalization may 

be a preparatory step for localization. It is ~asier for a globalized document, a document 

without elements used or understood by the original culture only, to take on elements of 

the specific target culture. 

Localization, on the other hand, means adapting the document to a specific 

culture, to its needs, its customs, and its mode of thinking, etc. Localization is not 

straight translation that renders the text from one language into another, although 

translation may be part of the 'localization process, and globalized documents can 

facilitate translation. Authors who focus on localization deal with issues involved in 

writing to a specific culture, such as the many cultural differences that impact the cross­

cultural communication. Authors of both categories call readers' attention to the 

increasing need for international technical communication and to the impact culture has 

upon communication. 
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The articles address a variety of issues, including writing, graphic design, 

translation, managing the localization project, classroom instruction, and different 

cultures, which reveals the wide scope and complexity of the field. Most of the articles 

put forward suggestions for teaching technical writing or provide general guidelines for 

writing and designing for the particular audience addressed in the article. 

Globalization of Technical Communication 

Articles on globalization of technical communication touch upon all aspects of the 

globalization process, the process of preparing documents for an international audience. 

Topics range from document quality to project management, from language to document 

design, and from preparing a technical document for translation to educating writers of 

international technical documents. 

The overall poor quality of technical documents accompanying products on the 

world market has aroused concern from cross-cultural technical communicators. 

Weymouth (1990), for example, points out that because of "error, oversight, and 

shoddiness in the language, printing, and graphics of technical documents in world 

trade," consumers are often dissatisfied (143). He calls for a concerted effort by 

publication professionals and governments to establish quality standards and trade 

regulations for technical documents. 

Most authors, on the other hand, direct their attention to the various aspects of the 

globalization process itself. Klein (1989) discusses the concept of globalization of 

documentation and the closely related concept of localization. Using Europe, "a common 

10 



market with crucial cultural differences," as an illustration, he discusses how all the 

technicalities, such as laws, rules, regulations, and warranties, can be localized, or 

adapted to the specific country (159). He recommends a three-step approach to create 

translation versions in a cost-efficient way. The three steps are 1) identifying and 

marking text to remain in English in the translation; 2) inserting metric conversions; and 

3) inserting individual, predefined, translated modules retrieved from the U.S. database. 

On the other hand, Elaine Winters (1994) emphasizes that localization of technical 

products is not translation only. The cultural considerations must be a primary concern 

from the planning stage, and products for export should be developed "in parallel time 

with local versions" (7). Winters provides a top ten list for achieving localization 

success, with a focus on planning and coordinating the whole localization project. With 

its insight into managing localization projects, this article is especially useful for those 

who are new in the international market. 

Similarly, in discussing how to prepare a product for international use, Landgren 

(1994) considers globalization a multi-step process. This process includes "identifying 

the target markets, understanding the requirements of those markets, and then designing, 

writing, and illustrating documents using techniques that facilitate translation into a 

foreign language" (3). Likewise, he provides general guidelines about designing, writing, 

and illustrating the international user information, as well as guidelines for choosing a 

translation specialist. This article supplements Winters' article. Combined, the two 

articles provide a complete picture of the localization process and the issues and 

considerations involved in the process. 
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Yet another article on preparing technical documents for a foreign market is 

written by Nancy Rains (1994). Because her focus is on readying the language of the 

document for translation, she provides guidelines on very specific language points. For 

example, she cautions the writer to "verify that the antecedent for each pronoun is 

obvious" and "check the compound modifier phrases in the document" (12). She also has 

good advice on providing supporting documentation to the translator. 

Along the same line, some authors recommend using Simplified English, a 

stylized international form with rigid rules, to write manuals for use in other countries 

(Communications Concepts 1994). This article reprints a series of rules for writers to 

follow in writing for readers of other nationalities. These rules are compiled by Sharon 

Stewart, a member of STC's Silicon Valley chapter, based on her own experiences. At 

first glance, rules such as obeying all rules of grammar, using short sentences, using 

active voice, etc. are no different from the usual technical writing guidelines with which 

we are familiar. The point emphasizing these rules is that cross-cultural writers should 

consider their particular audience and take extra care about following those guidelines. 

As a growing number of software products enters the world market, how to 

internationalize on-line information becomes a more and more important issue as well. 

To reduce cost, Merrill and Shanoski (1992) recommend designing on-line information 

with translation in mind to avoid costly redesign. They describe the various constraints 

that translation imposes on the design of on-line information, including space that is 

limited as translation expands, the on-line style that needs to be brief, and translators who 
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are often non-technically oriented. They suggest that writers and developers work closely 

to overcome these constraints. 

Because the graphic language can be universal, yet can backfire if used carelessly, 

designing graphics for international documents also becomes a significant issue in cross­

cultural technical communication. In his "The Almost Universal Language: Graphics for 

International Documents," William Horton (1993) presents good advice on designing 

graphics for international documents. He recommends designing images shared by all so 

that the graphics are "independent of verbal language and of culture" (682). With many 

specific examples illustrating cultural differences or problems resulting from ignoring 

cultural differences, Horton's discussion covers why and how writers should plan 

international graphics and what pitfalls to avoid. 

The last two sections of Horton's article are especially good. The how section 

addresses such significant issues as reading habits, artistic conventions and expectations, 

learning styles, and rhetorical preferences. Horton suggests some approaches to dealing 

with these cultural differences, such as "avoid extremes," "maintain neutrality," and 

"design multi-use graphics" (684). The pitfalls section touches upon initials and 

punctuation marks, puns and verbal analogies, mythological and religious symbols, 

animals, national emblems, colors, and people, thus calling readers's attention to some of 

the areas they are most likely to make mistakes. 

In discussing how to use well-designed graphics in multimedia instruction, Emery 

Deidre (1993) also includes a section on creating effective international graphics. He 

develops a checklist to help companies ensure the quality of their international products. 
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Questions to be asked in checking international message design include such specific 

ones as whether dates, addresses, and phone numbers employed are universally 

identifiable, whether there is enough room on each screen to support translation to other 

languages, and whether graphics reflect a global perspective instead of showing the 

United States as the center of the world. 

A very comprehensive work on developing international user information is from 

Digital Equipment Corporation. Jones et al. (1992) describe Digital's International 

Product Model, which includes planning for localization; designing, writing, illustrating, 

and packaging international user information; preparing for translation; etc. The model 

focuses on modular design, use of templates, and collaboration of project leaders, product 
' 

designers, technical writers, editors, illustrators, and translation coordinators. The goal is 

to produce international products, including the documentation accompanying them, that 

can be easily modified for sale worldwide. The book describes in detail how Digital 

achieves this goal by using the model, and it includes specific guidelines for all aspects of 

the model. 

Some authors tum their attention from the real workplace to academia, thus 

creating a needed link. They discuss how the technical writing classroom can respond to 

the need for international technical communication. For example, in researching whether 

academic programs in technical communication meet the requirements of the workplace, 

Barclay et al. (1991) take into account the impact of international economy on technical 

communication. They contend that if academic programs are to achiev_e their goal of 
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preparing skilled technical communicators, these programs must reflect workplace 

culture, organization, and communications at the national and international levels. 

Similarly, when discussing problems existing in the way technical writing is 

taught to nonnative speakers in the U.S. and abroad, Stevenson (1983) addresses the 

failure to introduce internationalism into the technical communication classroom. He 

points out that "international trade, multinational corporate structures, and the growth of 

electronic means of creating, transmitting, and storing technical information combine to 

make the potential audiences for many technical documents culturally very diverse" 

(325). Students, therefore, must be made aware that the documents they produce may be 

read by people who have different cultural backgrounds, hence different modes of 

expression, from their own. 

Stevenson does not say how to approach the differences, but asserts that this 

awareness, along with experience with people of other cultures, can benefit instruction in 

technical communication. Thus, he implies that the understanding achieved from the 

experience can point out ways to deal with the differences, which is a view held by other 

authors as well. 

Likewise, Thrush (1993) calls readers' attention to the increasingly diverse 

workplace and its influence on technical communication. She discusses five factors that 

vary within languages and cultures and that may cause communication problems. They 

are "world experience, the amount of common knowledge shared within cultures, the 

structure of societies and the workplace, culturally specific rhetorical strategies, and 

cultural differences in processing graphics" (Thrush 1993, 74). Thrush contends that to 
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train technical writers of tomorrow, technical communication textbooks should 

u 

incorporate international and multi-cultural communication. She suggests "a three-

pronged approach" that includes raising awareness of the problem, introducing students 

to sources of information, and providing practice in communicating with people of other 

cultures (280). 

Apart from implications for the technical communication curriculum, the five 

factors Thrush discusses are also valuable for researchers in cross-cultural technical 

communication study. Based on research in anthropology, cognitive psychology, 

linguistics, and writing theory, these cultural factors provide researchers a guideline as to 

what to look for and focus on among the huge amount of cultural elements vying for 

attention. 

A distinct feature of these works on globalizing technical documentation is that 

almost every one of them puts forward some guidelines. Thus, there are guidelines on 

what elements to set aside for localization, on the type of English language used in the 

document, on how to create illustrations for the international audience, on managing the 

globalization project, etc. Nearly all these guidelines focus on eliminating culture-

specific elements in the documents so that the documents are universalized and are easily 

transportable across cultures. There are no guidelines for how to adapt the document to 

the conventions and cognitive abilities of a specific culture. 

Of course, the category of globalization has a different focus from that of 

localization, even though globalization may be a preparatory step for localization. It is 

the focus of the authors on localization to address the issue of adapting a technical 
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document to a specific culture. Yet, as we will see in the next section, articles on 

localization are mainly centered on examining the technical communication features of 

the specific culture under study. Although the results can inform localizing technical 

documentation for the culture, the authors usually fail to produce a set of practical 

guidelines that will provide clear guidance for cross-cultural technical communicators. 

Localization of Technical Communication 

Articles on localization of technical communication address specific cultures. 

Authors provide insights into the communication behavior of a specific culture and 

discuss cultural differences that may exert influence on the cross-cultural technical 

communication. Authors in this category include both foreign students and native 

scholars of the specific culture, which is usually characteristic of cross-cultural research. 

As I have mentioned earlier, that specific culture has often been the Japanese 

culture. Although in 1993, Kohl et al. noted that technical communication involving 

Japan had received little study, saying, "The bulk of the literature on Japanese 

communication focuses on interpersonal and business communication rather than on 

technical communication" (63), the little study is already the most a specific culture has 

received so far in international technical communication. However, the few works 

represent a variety of types, showing the study of localization is both intriguing and 

robust. 

Ethnographic study, although difficult to arrange and often expensive, is 

extremely valuable to the localization research. It contributes to understanding a culture 
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by exposing the communication behavior being actually practiced by the culture or its 

subculture. Haas and Funk (1989) did such an ethnographic study of communication in 

Japanese technical settings. In two separate work experiences in Japan, Haas and Funk 

observed how technical information is collected, assimilated, and transmitted in Japan. 

Their observations reveal that communication in Japanese technical settings is 

"immediate rather than delayed," "consensual in nature," and "spoken rather than 

written" (362). Consequently, Haas and Funk characterize communication in Japanese 

technical settings as "shared information" (362). 

Other researchers seek to identify and explain the technical communication 

features of a culture through its language and culture. Kohl et al. (1993) identify 

ambiguity as the distinct characteristic of the Japanese language, arising partly from a 

cultural preference for indirectness and partly from the fact that Japanese is a contextual 

language. They see this ambiguity as a contributing factor toward many aspects of 

Japanese communication revealed by the results of a survey they conducted of American 

and Japanese aerospace engineers and scientists. These aspects include "greater reliance 

on oral small-group communication" and "greater emphasis on visual communication" 

(65). 

Language and cultural values represent the core elements of a culture. They can 

throw light on the many otherwise inexplicable behaviors and practices of a culture. 

They are therefore important elements in the research of cross-cultural technical 

communication. Language and cultural values will also have an important role in my 

present study. 
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Truth often takes several perspectives to discover. Studies that have a cross­

cultural nature especially need contributions from both foreign scholars, who are the 

outsiders, and native scholars, who are the insiders of the culture. The article ofHaneda 

and Shima (1982) underscores this point. Writing as native Japanese scholars, they 

address the general view that Japanese communication is ambiguous and unpredictable. 

These authors explain the thinking and feeling behind the letters Japanese write. They 

hope that their discussion can enable foreign businessmen to "avoid making a mistake of 

taking modesty for inability, respect for lack of friendly feelings, politeness for a 

downright lie, etc." (20). 

An article more closely related to the day-to-day localization issues is written by 

John Mackin (1989). Mackin discusses the differences between Japanese and English in 

terms of structure and presentation and the problems likely to occur in translated versions 

of Japanese or English technical documents. He recommends good translation editing, as 

well as good technical writing and editing, as the means to surmount the barrier between 

Japanese and English technical documents. As somebody whose everyday work is 

localizing technical documents, Mackin brings into the field his first-hand experiences 

and provides some practical guidelines that will help others solve similar translation 

problems. 

Finally, Kyoko Matsui (1989) examines Japanese technical communication from 

the perspective of a native Japanese educated in document design in the U.S. and working 

as a technical writer in Japan. She describes how the general lack of a good 

understanding of technical writing and document design creates problems in the 
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relationships between Japanese technical writers and their clients. She underscores 

mutual understanding and education and training in technical communication as some of 

the ways to solve the problems. 

While there are a few articles dealing with technical communication in other 

countries, such as the Netherlands (Jansen 1994) and Australia (Fisher 1994), there has 

not been a single study dealing with localization of technical communication involving 

Chinese culture. Perhaps largely because China was closed to the world for so long, 

hence no demand arose for such study, even study in Chinese business communication 

has been limited. Works on international business communication may touch upon 

China. In discussing using cultural conventions to inform business correspondence, for 

example, Boiarsky (1992) mentions Asian culture along with Western European and 

Latin American cultures. She talks about the "Asian custom of developing trust prior to 

engaging in business" and uses both Japan and China as an example (556). She cautions 

that Americans may fail to acquire a contract if they do not reflect this approach in their 

business, a point made often by writers on international business communication. 

However, except for several business guides that appeared in the 1980s (Wik 

1984; DeMente 1989; Seligman 1989), I found only two articles that deal specifically 

with business communication in China (Zong and Hildebrandt 1983; Halpern 1983). And 

both are about the teaching of business communication in Chinese colleges. 

Such lack of study in cross-cultural technical communication with respect to 

China is not in keeping with the increasingly significant role China is playing in world 
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trade, as I have shown in the previous section. The present study meets the need of this 

situation. 

The present study belongs to the localization category in the literature of 

international technical communication. While it is similar to some of the studies 

reviewed above, especially in the sense that it also recommends guidelines, this study is 

unique in several ways. 

First, it is the first study dealing with communicating technical information to 

readers of Chinese culture. And it lays a foundation for further study. 

Second, while "many cross-cultural studies of communication describe foreign 

communication patterns and then compare them to those of North America, rarely going 

beneath the surface to explore the source of such differences" (Yum 1991, 66), this study 

"goes beneath the surface." Recognizing that thinking is the fundamental basis of 

information processing and that information processing is the key in any communication, 

this study examines the general mode of thinking of the Chinese as revealed in various 

aspects of Chinese culture. It also examines a distinctive feature of Chinese persuasion 

and suggests persuasive strategies for cross-cultural technical communicators. 

Third, existing studies generally take the approach of emphasizing differences 

between cultures and then suggesting ways to avoid producing undesirable consequences 

out of ignorance of the cultural differences. This study takes a different approach based 

on the belief that active adaptation is more effective than passive avoidance. It provides a 

profound understanding of Chinese culture in terms of thinking and persuasion, then 
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suggests ways to adapt the technical documents to the cognitive features and capabilities 

of the Chinese reader. 

Fourth, the general guidelines provided in the study are based on the 

understanding of Chinese culture in terms of thinking and persuasion, two fundamental 

elements related to technical communication. With the same understanding, readers can 

develop additional guidelines to address issues arising in the localization process. 

Moreover, the study also uses specific examples to illustrate how the guidelines can be 

applied. 

Fifth, in examining the typical Chinese thinking and persuasion to inform cross­

cultural technical communication, the study analyzes several cultural aspects, thereby 

offering a fresh perspective at these aspects as well. 

In light of these features, the present study does more than meet the increasing 

need for localization research involving Chinese culture and provide culture-specific 

guidelines. With its unique approach, it will also contribute greatly to the study of 

international technical communication and to the study of Chinese culture as a whole. 

Scope, Audience, Definitions 

This section defines the scope and audience of the study and explains two terms 

that I use with a specific meaning and that appear frequently in the dissertation. 
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Scope 

This study is focused on written technical communication rather than 

interpersonal communication, on essential elements involved in the communication such 

as thinking and persuasion, rather than superficial phenomena indicating cultural 

differences. It deals with how cross-cultural technical communicators can adapt their 

technical documents for more effective communication with their readers of the Chinese 

cultural background. 

Because I believe that cultural traditions have a much more fundamental and 

lasting influence upon the people of a culture, especially their mode of thinking, than any 

political ideologies, my discussion of the influence and rationales is limited only to those 

based on culture and tradition. 

Audience 

The primary audience of this dissertation includes English-speaking cross-cultural 

technical communicators preparing documents for readers of the Chinese cultural 

background. I assume that these technical communicators are already aware of the 

essential technical writing and document design principles, such as audience analysis, 

reader-centeredness, functions of visuals, use of white space, and etc. Therefore, what 

they are interested in is how to adapt an English technical document to readers of the 

Chinese cultural background. 

The secondary audience includes researchers in the field of international technical 

communication, and both students and practitioners of Chinese technical communication. 
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Definitions 

The Chinese--This term refers to people of the Chinese cultural background. In other 

words, it includes all the Chinese in China's "Three Dragons," Mainland China, Hong 

Kong, and Taiwan, which form the so-called "Greater China" (Engholm 1994, 3). The 

reason is that despite the many differences existing among these "Three Dragons," they 

are all born of and belong to the same traditional culture. All the Chinese of "Greater 

China" read and write the same Chinese language, even though they speak many different 

dialects, and they are all influenced by the traditional values from Confucianism, Taoism, 

and Buddhism. Therefore, although many examples I use are about the Mainland 

Chinese, (because, as a Mainland Chinese myself, I am more familiar with Mainland 

China), a much wider application can be made of what I discuss about the Chinese in the 

dissertation. The adjective "Chinese" and the noun phrase "Chinese culture" take on this 

broader meaning as well. 

Cross-cultural technical communicator--In the rest of the dissertation, this phrase 

refers specifically to those English-speaking technical communicators in the West 

creating documents for an audience of the Chinese cultural background. They are part of 

the primary audience of this dissertation. 

Chapter Preview 

The rest of the dissertation consists of four chapters. Chapters 2 and 3 provide an 

· understanding of Chinese culture in relation to technical communication. Then, based on 
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the understanding achieved from these two chapters, Chapter 4 presents guidelines for 

creating technical documents for the Chinese with explanations and illustrative examples. 

Chapter 5 concludes the whole dissertation. This section outlines these chapters briefly. 

Chapter 2, The Chinese Mode of Thinking. Thinking is the fundamental basis of 

information processing, and information processing is a crucial part of technical 

communication. Consequently, this chapter demonstrates how the Chinese typically 

think in a holistic and relational way. Although it is well known that people in the East 

think holistically, nobody has ever demonstrated how they do so. This chapter 

demonstrates this distinctive feature through a brief examination of five aspects of 

Chinese culture: 1) Chinese systems of thought, which include Confucianism and 

Taoism; 2) Chinese outlook of the world as represented by the Yin-Yang principle; 3) 

Chinese language, which includes Chinese characters, compound expressions, and 

Chinese syntax; 4) Chinese artistic life as represented by the landscape painting; and 5) 

the contemporary model life of Lei Feng, which represents the contemporary social 

morality. This demonstration provides not only a concrete idea of Chinese holistic and 

relational thinking, but also a very good picture of the Chinese language and culture. In 

the chapter, I also discuss the implications such a thinking mode may have for technical 

communication. 

Chapter 3. Analogy as a Significant Element in Chinese Persuasion. Because 

technical communication is persuasive communication, this chapter examines the use of 

analogy as a distinctive feature of Chinese persuasion. In the chapter, I first discuss why 

the Chinese rely heavily on analogy in their persuasion. Then, by analyzing a few classic 
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examples, I provide the audience with a more concrete idea about how the Chinese use 

analogy to persuade. I also briefly discuss implications of this distinctive feature of 

Chinese persuasion for the cross-cultural technical communicator. 

Chapter 4. Recommendations for Creating Technical Documents for the Chinese. 

This chapter presents six practical guidelines based on the understanding gained from the 

previous two chapters. For each of these culturally-related guidelines, I explain the 

rationale and illustrate its application with an on-going example. 

Chapter 5. Conclusion. This chapter concludes the dissertation and presents 

suggestions for further research. 
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CHAPTER2 

CHINESE MODE OF THINKING 

Thinking is the fundamental basis of any information processing, and information 

processing is a crucial part of technical communication. The Chinese have a distinctive 

mode of thinking that is different from the typical western thinking mode. Cross-cultural 

technical communicators not only need to be aware of this difference but also need to 

have a good understanding of the typical Chinese mode of thinking. This good 

understanding will enable them to adapt documents to the cognitive habits and 

capabilities of their Chinese readers, thereby helping these readers to process technical 

information better. 

It has become almost common knowledge that people in the East have a different 

mode of thinking from those in the West. Scholars in intercultural communication, 

especially, are aware of this difference. For example, Saral (1979) bases his 

consciousness theory of intercultural communication on the difference between the 

Western tradition that "emphasizes individual rational thinking and linear reasoning" (78) 

and the Eastern one that is "neither dissociative nor a linear work of syllogistic reasoning, 

but one of unitive thinking, of intuitively appreciating the commonality of events and 

objects by subjectively experiencing, with the whole body, oneself as necessarily 
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connected with an environment and the universe" (79). In other words, Western thinking 

is linear and analytical, whereas Eastern thinking is holistic and relational. 

Likewise, when discussing theoretical directions for intercultural communication, 

Howell (1979) also recognizes the difference between the Western "either-or, true-false 

Aristotelian thinking" and the Eastern "holistic data processing," and he suggests 

combining these two (38). In discussing cultural thought patterns in intercultural 

education, Robert Kaplan (1966) also states, "The thought patterns which speakers and 

readers of English appear to expect as an integral part of their communication is a 

sequence that is dominantly linear in its development" (1). What is implied here is that 

non-English speakers and readers may expect a different thought pattern. 

Consistent with the common knowledge, scholars of Chinese culture have also 

referred to holistic and relational thinking as a distinctive feature of Chinese culture ( e.g., 

Cheng 1971; Chu Y. 1973; Uritan 1975; Chu C. 1978; Hansen 1992). However, so far, 

no work specifically discusses the holistic and relational thinking of Chinese culture, and 

no work demonstrates how the Chinese think holistically and relationally. It is as if the 

conclusion is so evident that there is no need for further proof or illustration. 

However, for cross-cultural technical communicators writing for the Chinese, 

knowing that their target readers think differently from them in a holistic and relational 

way is not sufficient. They need to know how and, if possible, why they do so. Only 

when they have a more concrete idea of this distinctive feature of Chinese culture can 

they really understand their Chinese readers and adapt their writing effectively to them. 
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This chapter, therefore, demonstrates the Chinese relational and holistic mode of thinking 

by discussing several aspects of Chinese culture. 

A mode of thinking is the regularities underlying certain phenomena. It is not 

directly visible by itself. We have to uncover a mode of thinking by examining the 

phenomena that embody it. The typical mode of thinking of a culture is embodied in the 

phenomena of thought and behavior of this culture. As it is impossible to look at all the 

thoughts and behavior of a culture, in this chapter, I will examine five aspects of Chinese 

culture to demonstrate the typical Chinese mode of thinking. The five aspects can be 

divided into three groups: Chinese systems of thought, Chinese language, and Chinese 

life. I will discuss each of these aspects in a separate section. Here, I will first explain 

briefly why I choose these particular aspects. 

A system of thought is the systematized ideas about human beings or the universe. 

It most clearly demonstrates a mode of thinking because it is the particular mode of 

thinking that determines the systemization of the ideas (Li 1986). Although numerous 

systems of thought have influenced Chinese culture, I will discuss only Confucianism, 

Taoism, and the Yin-Yang principle. Confucianism and Taoism are the two native-born· 

Chinese systems of thought. The Yin-Yang principle is the root of all the traditional 

Chinese views of the universe. These three systems of thought have influenced Chinese 

culture for thousands of years. 

Language is the vehicle of thought, and it both influences and is influenced by the 

thinking of its users. Consequently, it is another important element that reveals a 

culture's mode of thinking. The Chinese language has been called "a congenial medium 
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for relational thinking" (Chu Y.1973, 599).: One section in the chapter, therefore, will 

examine how the typical Chinese mode of thinking is revealed in the Chinese language. 

A mode of thinking is not only reflected in systems of thought and the language, 

but also in the life of the people. As examples of this cultural aspect, I will discuss the 

Chinese artistic life, as illustrated by Chinese landscape painting, and a model life set up 

for the contemporary Chinese to emulate, the life of Lei Feng. Painters depict the world 

as they see it, and how they see it is based on their thinking. Therefore, the typical 

Chinese mode of thinking is also revealed in the typical Chinese painting. 

The Lei Feng model represents the contemporary moral standards. Whereas the 

terms used are different from those of the traditional Confucian ethics, the moral 

standards implied and the underlying thinking mode remain the same. The primary 

purpose of this example is to show that while the various cultural phenomena may change 

over time and appear varied and colorful, the underlying mode of thinking remain the 

same. 

These few cultural aspects may not provide a complete picture of Chinese culture, 

but they will very well demonstrate the typical mode of thinking of the Chinese people. 

Combined, they will provide a very concrete idea of how the Chinese think in a holistic 

and relational way. In the last section of this chapter, I will briefly discuss the 

implications such a thinking mode has for cross-cultural technical communicators. 

Chapter 4 will address this topic in greater 'detail. 
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Chinese Systems of Thought and Relational/Holistic Thinking 

Although a system of thought is not the same as any mode of thinking, a.system 

of thought can reflect a mode of thinking, for a mode of thinking can be represented by 

the thinking pattern underlying the system of thought. The thinking patterns of 

Confucianism and Taoism well demonstrate the thinking mode of the Chinese people, 

because these two native Chinese systems of thought have influenced the Chinese people 

for thousands of years. Although China has undergone numerous changes of dynasties 

and fusions of races, Confucianism and Taoism have always remained as the ideology of 

the culture, as the spiritual pillar of the Chinese people. 

Besides, Confucianism and Taoism: are two different but complementary systems. 

Most Chinese schools of thought over the 2,500 years can be categorized into these two 

systems. They are either Confucian or Taoist, or both. This phenomenon is by no means 

accidental. These two systems of thought embody the kernel thinking of the Chinese 

people, that is, the holistic and relational mode of thinking. This kernel thinking affords 

the two systems great compatibility, making them transcend the restrictions of time. This 

thinking sinks into the minds of the Chinese people through the Confucian and Taoist 

systems of thought, with or without the people's consciousness, controlling their thought 

and behavior. Consequently, analyzing the underlying thinking mode of Confucianism 

and Taoism is a good starting point toward understanding the thinking mode of the 

Chinese people. 
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Before I move on to look at Confucianism and Taoism, I would like to point out 

that I am not conducting a historical study of any philosophy or streams of thought. I am 

only using the materials and fruits of earlier studies to demonstrate a thinking mode. 

Consequently, proving and criticizing the historical materials is beyond the scope of this 

section. 

Confucianism and Relational/Holistic Thinking 

Confucianism is named after its founder--Confucius, who lived in the fifth 

century B. C. But Confucianism is not limited only to the thought of Confucius. It is a 

huge system of thought, consisting of all the ideas and views of this school accumulated 

over a period of 2,500 years. In other words, Confucianism is "a consistent pattern of 

ideas attributed to one ancient sage" (Fairbank 1979, 54). In this section, I will look at 

the fundamental ideas of Confucianism, recognize its characteristics or its unique points 

that distinguish it from Taoism, the other dominant native Chinese system of thought, and 

through these characteristics, to uncover the underlying mode of thinking of the Chinese 

people. 

During its hundreds of years of development in the Chinese history, Confucianism 

did not remain unchanged. Different periods had different representatives. In the same 

period there was disagreement within the school or there were branches with different 

ideas. However, considered as a whole, the fundamental ideas of Confucianism have 

remained the same. There was more integration among the various branches than 
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disagreement. More importantly, the mode of thinking that runs through the Confucian 

system of thought has always remained consistent. 

One reason the Chinese people have respected Confucianism for over 2,500 years 

is that Confucianism respects popular values the Chinese have cherished for ages. 

Consequently, "it is not so much that China is Confucian, as that Confucius is Chinese" 

(McNaughton 1974, 16). The concern of Confucianism is human life and human society. 

All Confucian thinkers, from Confucius himself to the Confucian representatives of every 

later generation, focus on the subject of humans, on people oflife and blood who live in 

actual reality. They usually do not speak of "the other life." As Arthur Waley notes in 

his annotation to The Analects of Confucius, "The Tao taught by Confucius only 

concerned human behavior ('the Ways of man'); he did not expound a corresponding 

Heavenly Tao, governing the conduct of unseen powers and divinities" (110). 

This focus on people and "this life," is clearly demonstrated by the following 

story recorded in The Confucian Analects: 

Chi Lu asked about serving the spirits of the dead. The Master said, 

"While you are not able to serve men, how can you serve their spirits?" 

Chi Lu added, "I venture to ask about death?" He was answered, "While 

you do not know life, how can you know about death?" 

(Legge[a] 1960, 240) 

This Confucian tradition has exerted great influence upon the Chinese. For 

hundreds of years, the Chinese have followed this Confucian teaching, always focusing 

their attention on the real present life, on real life activities. It is largely because this idea 

has rooted so deeply in the Chinese mind that no religion has ever been able to become a 
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major ideology in China (Fan 1963), and that the Chinese people have little sense of 

religion (Jian 1983). 

Confucian thinkers hold a unique view of human beings. They do not look upon 

humans as independent individuals, nor do they consider them from a biological point of 

view. They place human beings in the big background of the whole human society and 

view them as existing in various relationships. In The Doctrine of the Mean, Confucius 

says: 

The duties are those between sovereign and minister, between father and 

son, between husband and wife, between elder brother and younger, and 

those belonging to the intercourse of friends. Those five are the duties of 

universal obligation. (Legge[a] 1960, 405) 

A human being is the sum total of all these relationships. They play all kinds of roles in 

this world. Relative to their parents, they are sons or daughters; to their children, they are 

fathers or mothers; to their brother and sister, they are brothers or sisters; to other 

members of the society, they may be friends; to the king, they are subjects. There is no 

separate abstract human being. Whether willingly or unwillingly, in actuality, a human 

being always exists amidst such relationships. 

It is because humans exist in these relationships that Confucianists believe that the 

standard of an ideal society is the harmony of all these relationships. The Analects 

records: 

The duke Ching, of Chi, asked Confucius about government. 

Confucius replied, "There is government, when the prince is prince, and 
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the minister is minister; when the father is father, and the son is son." 

(Legge[a] 1960, 256) 

Mencius, whose position in the history of Confucianism is next only to Confucius, 

depicted the ideal society in a similar way: 

... between father and son, there should be affection; between sovereign 

and minister, righteousness; between husband and wife, attention to their 

separate functions; between old and young, a proper order; and between 

friends, fidelity. (Legge[b] 1960, 252) 

A person plays multiple roles, and from these multiple roles arise rights and duties. If 

people all execute their rights and duties correctly, relationships among them will become 

harmonious, and the harmonious relationships will result in a peaceful, orderly society. 

This belief is the social ideal of Confucian thinkers. 

We can see in the Confucian definition of a human being a holistic, relational 

mode of thinking. A human being is never regarded as an isolated individual. For the 

Confucianists, an isolated individual is meaningless. The individual exists as a part of the 

whole and in organic relationships with all other parts making up the whole. The 

Confucianists would not understand what you are talking about if you speak of an 

individual without the related whole. 

This holistic, relational thinking mode runs throughout the Confucian system of 

thought. For the Confucianists, one's ideal of life and meaning of living lie in one's very 

efforts to achieve the highest possible harmony for one's personal relationships and for 
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the whole kingdom. The following passage from The Great Learning, one of the 

Confucian classics, is a good representation of basic Confucian teachings: 

The ancients who wished to manifest their clear character to the world 

would first bring order to their states. Those who wished to bring order to 

their states would first regulate their families. Those who wished to 

regulate their families would first cultivate their personal lives. Those 

who wished to cultivate their personal lives would first rectify their minds. 

Those who wished to rectify their minds would first make their wills 

sincere. Those who wished to make their wills sincere would first extend 

their knowledge. The extension of knowledge consists in the investigation 

of things. When things are investigated, knowledge is extended; when 

knowledge is extended, the will becomes sincere; when the will is sincere, 

the mind is rectified; when the mind is rectified, the personal life is 

cultivated; when the personal life is cultivated, the family will be 

regulated; when the family is regulated, the state will be in order; and 

when the state is in order, there will be peace throughout the kingdom. 

(Chan, 33) 

From the Son of Heaven down to the mass of the people, all must consider 

the cultivation of the person the root of everything besides. It cannot be, 

when the root is neglected, that what should spring from it will be well 

ordered. It never has been the case that what was of great importance has 

been slightly cared for, and, at the same time, that what was of slight 

importance has been greatly cared for. (Legge[a] 1960, 357-359) 

From this passage, we can see that fue ultimate goal for the Confucianists is to 

achieve tranquillity and happiness for the whole kingdom. But the whole kingdom's 

tranquillity and happiness is based on the states being rightly governed, and the state 

being rightly governed is based on the families being regulated, which is in turn based on 
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the persons being cultivated. Here we can clearly see a relationship of the individual and 

the whole, of the big and the small. The whole, the tranquillity and happiness for the 

whole kingdom, is the ultimate goal. Whatever one does, one needs to keep this ultimate 

goal in mind. The achievement of this ultimate goal is based on the achievement of a 

series of individual goals at an increasingly lower level, from the state to the family to the 

individual. Each lower level goal is achieved for the high one; without the higher level 

goal, the lower level goal is meaningless. Such thinking is the holistic thinking of the 

Chinese people. 

The teachings about how to move from personal cultivation to tranquillity and 

happiness for the whole kingdom are a key point in Confucianism, which is also a point 

best revealing the relational thinking mode of the Chinese. Mencius provided us with the 

well-known elucidation of this point as is shown in the following passage: 

Treat with the reverence due to age the elders in your own family, so that 

the elders in the families of others shall be similarly treated; treat with the 

care due to the young in your own family, so that the young in the families 

of others shall be similarly treated:--Do this, and the kingdom may be 

made to go round in your palm. (Legge[b] 1960, 143-144) 

The teaching here is to extend established facts to other things. One extends one's 

reverence for one's own elders, care for one's own children, and love for one's own 

brothers and sisters to the elders, children, and brothers and sisters of others. The 

reasoning is that if you revere your elders, care for your children, love your brothers and 

sisters, you will be able to revere, care for, and love the elders, kids, and brothers and 

37 



sisters of other families. Here is no usual logical process or premises involved; the 

conclusion is reached directly. 

Otherwise, ifwe use the usual logic, the reasoning will go as follows: I love my 

parents, my children, my brothers and sisters. You love your parents, your children, your 

brothers and sisters. He loves his parents, his children, his brothers and sisters. I, you, 

and he are human. Therefore, humans love their own parents, their own children, and 

their own brothers and sisters. The moral we may draw from this reasoning is at most: if 

you are human, you should love your own parents, children, and brothers and sisters. By 

this line of reasoning, we cannot arrive at the conclusion that if you love your own 

parents, children, and brothers and sisters, you will love the parents, children, and 

brothers and sisters of others as well. 

However, in the Confucian system of thought this conclusion is regarded as right 

and proper. Confucianism does not use logical reasoning. Syllogistic logic is not a 

traditional pattern of thinking for Chinese people. The Chinese follow a holistic and 

relational thinking mode, and we may therefore easily understand Mencius' reasoning 

from the perspective of holistic and relational thinking. 

Things are related by their similarity. Therefore, all similar things are related; and 

similar things can be treated similarly. Because the elders in my family are similar to the 

elders in your family; my children are similar to your children, I can treat them all in a 

similar way. The key is to identify similarities among things; once the similarities are 

found, the method to treat them is found as well. 
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We may regard recognizing similarities existing among things as a key to the 

Chinese way of cognition. It is said in The Great Learning: 

... the intelligent mind of man is certainly formed to know, and there is 

not a single thing in which its principles do not inhere. But so long as all 

principles are not investigated, man's knowledge is incomplete. On this 

account, the learning for adults, at the outset of the lessons, instructs the 

learner, in regard to all things in the world, to proceed from what 

knowledge he has of their principles, and pursue his investigation of them, 

till he reaches the extreme point. After exerting himself in this way for a 

long time, he will suddenly find himself possessed of a wide and far­

reaching penetration. Then, the qualities of all things, whether external or 

internal, the subtle or the coarse, will all be apprehended, and the mind, in 

its entire substance and its relations to things, will be perfectly intelligent. 

This is called the investigation of things. This is called the perfection of 

knowledge. (Legge[a] 1960, 365-366) 

In other words, the Confucian way of cognition is to proceed from the principles of what 

is known and follow the principle of similarity to investigate the various relations 

between the known and the unknown, and thereby, achieve a complete understanding of 

the unknown. 

So far, we can see that Confucianists recognize two types of holistic relations 

among things, the coordinating relation and the subordinating relation. The coordinating 

relation is based on similarity among parallel things, like the similarity between my 

parents and your parents, or my children and your children. To this category belong the 

well-known Confucian sayings, 
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and 

Do not do to others as you would not wish done to yourself, 

(Legge[a] 1960, 251) 

The man of perfect virtue, wishing to be established himself, seeks also to 

establish others; wishing to be enlarged himself, he seeks also to enlarge 

others. To be able to judge of others by what is nigh in ourselves;--this 

may be called the art of virtue. (Legge[a] 1960, 194) 

On the other hand, the Confucian model of an ideal life--cultivate the personal 

life, regulate the family, order well the state, and bring peace to the whole kingdom--is a 

typical example representing the subordinating relation. All four actions possess the 

same intention, the good human nature. Confucianists generally believe in the essential 

goodness of human nature. Confucius said, "By nature, men are nearly alike; by practice, 

they get to be wide apart" (Legge[ a] 1960, 318). Mencius explained further: 

The feeling of commiseration belongs to all men; so does that of shame 

and dislike; and that of reverence and respect; and that of approving and 

disapproving. The feeling of commiseration implies the principle of 

benevolence; that of shame and dislike, the principle of righteousness; that 

of reverence and respect, the principle of propriety; and that of approving 

and disapproving, the principle of knowledge. Benevolence, 

righteousness, propriety, and knowledge are not infused into us from 

without. We are certainly furnished with them. And a different view is 

simply owing to want of reflection. (Legge[b] !960, 402) 

According to Mencius, benevolence, righteousness, propriety, and knowledge are the 

essential elements of human nature required for regulating the family, ordering well the 
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state, and bringing peace to the whole kingdom. These elements are part of human 

nature. People are born with them, but frequently, in their later life, tempted by various 

interests, people fail to further develop their good nature. Consequently, Mencius said, 

"The great end of learning is nothing else but to seek for the lost mind" (Legge[b] 1960, 

414). 

To cultivate the personal life means to restore and develop further one's good 

nature. Those who are successful in doing this can regulate their families, because the 

family is the extension of an individual. In the family, benevolence, righteousness, 

propriety, and knowledge are reflected in filial piety for parents, love for sibling, and care 

for children. Only those who are successful in regulating their families can order well the 

state, because the state is the extension of the family. 

Interestingly, in the Chinese language, the meaning for country ( ~ * ) is 

habitually expressed by a phrase composed of two characters, one for country ( ~ ) and 

the other for family ( * ). According to Chinese historians, when the ancient China 

became a civilized society, it kept many of the characteristics of a clan society, especially 

the social structure based on blood relationships (Hou 1982; Li Y. 1979; Li Z. 1986). 

Consequently, the state is truly the extension of a clan. The king of a state resembles the 

head of a clan; the ethic principles applied in the family are equally applicable to the 

relationship of the king and his subjects. The king should be benevolent, awe-inspiring, 

yet lenient to his subjects, whereas the subjects should show respect, love, and loyalty for 

the king. Only those who are successful in ordering the state can bring peace to the 

whole kingdom, because the kingdom is the extension of the state. 
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The family, the state, and the whol~ kingdom have the same intension, but an 

increasingly larger extension. All of them depend on the cultivation of the personal life. 

These related elements subordinate to one another, and they are linked by their 

similarities. None of the links can be missing; the ultimate goal--bringing peace to the 

whole kingdom--can be achieved only after the personal life is cultivated, the family 

regulated, and the state well ordered. 

Thus, unlike things with a coordinating relationship, the things with a 

subordinating relationship have relations of big and small, earlier and later, and 

dependency. Yet, with both relationships, the element linking things together is the same. 

It is the similarity existing among these things. Because of this similarity, things big and 

small, like the kingdom, the state, the family, and the individual, become related, and the 

individual sees practical steps toward achieving the ultimate goal, which is, in this case, 

to bring peace to the whole kingdom. The graphic on the next page (Figure 2-1) depicts 

the model of an ideal society created. on the basis of these relationships. 

The few topics discussed here represent only a very small, but typical, portion of 

the Confucian system of thought. However, the thinking mode exposed from them, that 

is, using the principle of similarity to relate things, both coordinatingly and 

subordinatingly, to create a picture of a unified, organic, and related world, underlies the 

whole Confucian system of thought. 
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-------Bring Peace to the Kingdom 

,~t.--->r-----Order Well the State 

~'c7--+--',;;:,'--t-------,- Regulate the Family --~~-1---,-----1--- Cultivate the Person 

Figure 2-1. The Confucian model of how an ideal society can be created. 

Taoism and Relational/Holistic Thinking 

The founding father of Taoism is Laotse (born about 570 B.C.), a contemporary of 

Confucius. Laotse was older than Confucius in age, and according to Chuang Tzu (365-

290 B.C.), the brilliant Taoist writer, Confucius had sought advice from Laotse (Watson, 

1968). As one of the two native Chinese systems of thought, Taoism has had as much 

influence upon the Chinese as Confucianism. 

A person who has just begun to learn about Chinese culture may find that Taoism 

is completely opposite to Confucianism. Confucianism teaches that one should actively 

participate in politics and try to achieve the ambition of ordering the state and bringing 

peace to the kingdom, whereas Taoism says that one should follow the course of nature in 

everything, not do anything against nature. Confucianism advocates a social order where 

"the prince is prince, and the minister is minister; the father is father, and the son is son" 
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(Legge[a] 1960, 256); whereas Taoism believes that the only reasonable order is a natural 

order; any man-made principles are senseless. Confucianism holds up the good kings and 

princes of antiquity as models for people to emulate; whereas Taoism laughs at these 

models because they are set up based on man-made principles, not Tao. 

However, for the Chinese, these two apparently opposing systems of thought are 

not really opposite to each other. On the contrary, the Chinese think that Confucianism 

and Taoism are complementary. An ideal Chinese personality is composed of a Taoist 

half and a Confucian half. The Chinese believe in the maxim from Mencius, "if poor, 

attend to your own virtue in solitude; if advanced to dignity, make the whole kingdom 

virtuous as well" (Legge[b] 1960, 453). The former part of the maxim is the Taoist 

attitude to life, whereas the latter is the Confucian attitude to life. In the rest of the 

section, I will briefly outline the major ideas of Taoism and demonstrate how the Chinese 

combine Taoism and Confucianism. My emphasis will still be on the thinking mode thus 

revealed. 

In his article, "Formation ofLaotse's Philosophy," Chen (1988) introduces Laotse 

this way: 

Chinese philosophy has always focused more on the problems of life and 

politics. Discussion of these problems centers further upon ethics and 

morals. Consequently, the scope of thought is often restricted to certain 

patterns. The uniqueness ofLaotse's philosophy lies in its expanded 

scope of thought. It extends the scope from human life to the whole 

universe. Laotse always looked at the various problems of human life 

from a macroscopic standpoint. At the same time, he was able to examine 

these same problems microscopically from multiple aspects. (1) 
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Indeed, compared with Confucianism, Taoism speaks more of ontology. However, the 

purpose is not to study the nature of being. Human life is still the focal point of Taoism. 

Only Taoism extends the scope of thought from human life to the universe and 

incorporates the world of humans into the larger world of the universe. 

As far as the thinking mode is concerned, Taoism is still holistic and relational. 

But relative to the Confucian whole, the Taoist whole is much enlarged. The Confucian 

whole is human society. Confucianists regard an individual as part of the human society, 

bearing all kinds of social relationships. For Taoists, this view is much too narrow. 

Taoism regards an individual as part of the whole universe, in relation to every other 

thing in the universe. Taoism frees people from the Confucian responsibilities--cultivate 

the person, regulate the family, order the state, and bring peace to the whole kingdom--

and believes that humans are under the influence of Nature, just like everything else in 

the universe. 

In "The Great and Venerable Teacher," Chuang Tzu says: 

Life and death are fated--constant as the succession of dark and dawn, a 

matter of Heaven. There are some things which man can do nothing 

about--all are a matter of the nature of creatures. If a man is willing to 

regard Heaven as a father and to love it, then how much more should he be 

willing to do for that which is even greater! If he is willing to regard the 

ruler as superior to himself and to die for him, then how much more 

should he be willing to do for the Truth! 

... The great Clod burdens me with form, labors me with life, 

eases me in old age, and rests me in death. So if I think well of my life, 

for the same reason I must think well of my death. 

You hide your boat in the ravine and your fish net in the swamp 
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and tell yourself that they will be safe. But in the middle of the night a 

strong man shoulders them ~d carries them off, and in your stupidity you 

don't know why it happened. You think you do right to hide little things 

in big ones, and yet they get away from you. But if you were to hide the 

world in the world, so that nothing could get away, this would be the final 

reality of the constancy of things. 

You have had the audacity to take on human form and you are 

delighted. But the human form has ten thousand changes that never come 

to an end. Your joys, then, must be uncountable. Therefore, the sage 

wanders in the realm where things cannot get away from him, and all are 

preserved. He delights in early death; he delights in old age; he delights in 

the beginning, he delights in the end. If he ca.ti serve as a model for men, 

how much more so that which the ten thousand things are tied to and all 

changes alike wait upon! (Watson 1968, 80-81) 

Human beings are not special favorites with either Heaven or Nature. Life is but one 

form Nature takes in its changing course. It is like hundreds of small creeks that flow 

into big rivers and finally into seas and oceans. Consequently, we do not need to feel 

great joy for a life born, nor do we need to feel great sorrow for a life lost. Life comes 

from the whole and returns to the whole, and this whole is Tao. 

Tao is indescribable with words. As Laotse says, "The Tao that can be told of is 

not the Absolute Tao" (Lin 1948, 41 ). Laotse depicts Tao in the following passage: 

Before the Heaven and Earth existed, there was something nebulous: 

silent, isolated, standing alone, changing not, eternally revolving without 

fail, worthy to be the Mother of All Things. I do not know its name and 

address it as Tao. (Lin 1948, 145) 
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For Chuang Tzu, Tao is felt as follows: 

The Way has its reality and its signs but is without action or form. You 

can hand it down but you cannot receive it; you can get it but you cannot 

see it. It is its own source, its own root. Before Heaven and earth existed 

it was there, firm from ancient times. It gave spirituality to the spirits and 

to God; it gave birth to Heaven and to earth. It exists beyond the highest 

point, and yet you cannot call it lofty; it exists beneath the limit of the six 

directions, and yet you cannot call it deep. It was born before Heaven and 

earth, and yet you cannot say it has been there for long; it is earlier than 

the earliest time, and yet you cannot call it old. (Watson 1968, 81) 

Basically, Tao is the origin and end of all forms of life in the universe. Taoism speaks of 

everything in relation to this whole. Naturally, humans are not isolated entities. They are 

the products of the workings of Tao. Although Tao is abstract, metaphysical, people can 

feel it. When people follow Nature, they follow Tao. Laotse describes the relationship of 

Tao and humans as follows: 

Tao is great, the Heaven is great, the Earth is great, Man is also great. 

These are the Great Four in the universe, and Man is one of them. Man 

models himself after the Earth; the Earth models itself after Heaven; the 

Heaven models itself after Tao; Tao models itself after Nature. 

(Lin 1948, 145) 

The Taoist thinking and reasoning, as reflected in this passage, are similar to those 

reflected in the Confucian ideal--cultivate the person, regulate the family, order well the 

state, and bring peace to the whole kingdom. Both Taoist and Confucian thinking and 
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reasoning follow the principle of developing from the small to the large and from the 

lower level to the higher level. 

However, in the huge Taoist whole people transcend the various restrictions 

defined by Confucianism. Relative to Tao, the Confucian ideal society, in which the 

prince acts like prince, the minister acts like minister, the father acts like father, and the 

son acts like son, seems insignificant. A life following Tao is a much freer life; a life 

ending in Tao achieves eternity. Because of a person's relation to Tao, the person 

becomes simple, tranquil, and happy. There are two stories recorded in Chuang Tzu that 

demonstrate this idea. 

1. Suddenly Master Lai grew ill. Gasping and wheezing, he lay at the 

point of death. His wife and children gathered round in a circle and began 

to cry. Master Li, who had come to ask how he was, said, "Shoo! Get 

back! Don't disturb the process of change!" 

Then he leaned against the doorway and talked to Master Lai. 

"How marvelous the Creator is! What is he going to make of you next? 

Where is he going to send you? Will he make you into a rat's liver? Will 

he make you into a bug's arm?" 

Master Lai said, "A child, obeying his father and mother, goes 

wherever he is told, east or west, south or north. And the yin and yang-­

how much more are they to a man than father and mother! Now that they 

have brought me to the verge of death, if I should refuse to obey them, 

how perverse I would be! What fault is it of theirs? The Great Clod 

burdens me with form, labors me with life, eases me in old age, and rests 

me in death. So if I think well of my life, for the same reason I must think 

well of death. When a skilled smith is casting metal, if the metal should 
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leap up and say, 'I insist upon being made into a Mo-yeh! 1, he would 

surely regard it as very inauspicious metal indeed. Now, having had the 

audacity to take on human form once, ifl should say, 'I don't want to be 

anything but a man! Nothing but a man!,' the Creator would surely regard 

me as a most inauspicious sort of person. So now I think of heaven and 

earth as a great furnace, and the Creator as a skilled smith. Where could 

he send me that would not be all right? I will go off to sleep peacefully, 

and then with a start I will wake up." (Watson 1968, 85) 

2. Chuang Tzu's wife died. When Hui Tzu went to convey his 

condolences, he found Chuang Tzu sitting with his legs sprawled out, 

pounding on a tub and singing. "You lived with her, she brought up your 

children and grew old," said Hui Tzu. "It should be enough simply not to 

weep at her death. But pounding on a tub and singing--this is going too 

far, isn't it?" 

Chuang Tzu said, "You're wrong. When she first died, do you 

think I didn't grieve like anyone else? But I looked back to her beginning 

and the time before she was born. Not only the time before she was born, 

but the time before she had a body. Not only the time before she had a 

body, but the time before she had a spirit. In the midst of the jumble of 

wonder and mystery a change took place and she had a spirit. Another 

change and she had a body. Another change and she was born. Now 

there's been another change and she's dead. It's just like the progression 

of the four seasons, spring, summer, fall, winter. Now she's going to lie 

down peacefully in a vast room. lfl were to follow after her bawling and 

sobbing, it would show that I don't understand anything about fate. So I 

stopped." (Watson 1968, 192) 

1 A famous sword of King Ho-lu (514-496 B.C.) of Wu. 
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Thus, with regard to the process of life, both Confucianism and Taoism attempt to 

transcend the limited existence of the individual life, and they do so by placing the 

individual life in the whole. Confucianism combines the individual with the holistic--the 

family, the state, and the whole kingdom. The regulated family, the well-ordered state, 

and the peaceful kingdom are the extensions of the individual. Achieving these different 

levels of goals means the individual has risen to different degrees above the limited 

existence of its individual life. 

Taoism unites the individual with Tao, the highest, most fundamental whole. The 

good or bad of the individual is of no meaning. Master Lai in the first story above was 

not influenced by the changes occurring in his body, because he had offered himself 

completely to Tao. He was only experiencing the workings of Tao, quietly observing the 

"process of change." His life was no longer limited; the cycle oflife and death is only a 

change that life takes in its form. It is the same thought about being one with the whole 

that led Chuang Tzu to the talk about the non-necessity to rejoice at a life born or grieve 

at a life lost. 

Figure 2-2 on the next page depicts the Taoist view of Man's life. This graphic 

differs from the one for Confucianism in that the embodying whole is no longer the 

kingdom, but Tao, and humans are only one of the things in the universe that comes from 

and ends in Tao. 
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Origin and End 
- of all things 

Figure 2-2. Taoist view of Humans and Universe. 

Like Confucianism, Taoism also regards things in relation to others and 

emphasizes the relationship between one thing and its embodying whole. However, 

unlike Confucianism, which teaches people to exercise their rights and duties according 

to their particular social position, Taoism teaches the concept of equality by emphasizing 

the principle of relativity. 

In "Discussion on Making All things Equal," Chuang Tzu says, 

There is nothing in the world bigger than the tip of an autumn hair2, and 

Mount T'ai3 is tiny. No one has lived longer than a dead child, and P'eng­

tsu4 died young. (Watson 43) 

2 The strands of animal fur were believed to grow particularly fine in autumn; hence "tip of an autumn 
hair" is a cliche for something extremely tiny. (Watson 43) 
3 Mount T'ai is the largest of the five large mountains in China. 
4 P'eng-tsu is said to have lived to be 800 years old. 
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In other words, the world is big relative to an area smaller than the world, such as a town 

or a village; Mount T' ai is high relative to something of less height, such as the level 

ground or a man's height; a dead child's life is short relative to people's normal life 

expectancy, so is P'eng tsu's long life. The properties of big and small, high and low, 

long and short, etc. exist only in relation to other things. Compared with the whole 

universe, the world is as small as "the tip of an autumn hair" compared with the world; 

hence, "There is nothing in the world bigger than the tip of an autumn hair." Compared 

with the Hymalayas, "Mount T'ai is tiny." Compared with the morning dew, the life of a 

dead child is long. Compared with the trees of thousands of years, P'eng tsu is short 

lived. 

The works of Chuang Tzu and Laotse are full of such views of relativity. Further, 

in the Taoist point of view, we determine the properties of something, such as big or 

small, high or low, good or bad, beautiful or ugly, by placing it in its relationship with 

certain other things we choose. We actually do not know what a particular thing is. We 

only use a few relationships out of many that the thing is in to define it. Therefore, the 

definition must be limited. When we place the thing in some extended relationships, we 

will find our original definition is shaky. 

Taoism believes that people should not view things in a particular limited 

relationship. They should widen their fields of vision as much as possible and view 

things in as a complete number of relationships as possible. Only then can they really 

recognize their own poshion in the universe, and in Tao, and follow the natural course of 

things to achieve freedom. 
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We can see now although Confucianism and Taoism are different in thought, they 

follow the same holistic and relational thinking mode. It is not strange that these 

different systems of thought should follow the same mode of thinking, because holistic 

and relational thinking is typical of Chinese culture. Confucianism and Taoism 

established their thought following this thinking mode, which, in turn, has enriched and 

strengthened this mode of thinking for the Chinese people. 

Chinese scholars agree that the Chinese do not regard Confucianism and Taoism 

as two opposing systems of thought, but incorporate them. Frequently, when forging 

ahead or being successful, a Chinese is a Confucianist; when tired or frustrated, the same 

Chinese becomes a Taoist. As Fairbank puts it," ... the Chinese scholar was a Confucian 

when in office and a Taoist when out of office" (124). A Chinese can be concerned about 

his or her country or people with a Confucian attitude. The same Chinese can enjoy 

nature in carefree leisure and achieve perfect communion with nature like a Taoist (Lin 

1937, Fan 1963, Hou 1982, Li 1986). Figure 2-3 on the next page graphically depicts this 

Chinese ideal of life. 

It is the holistic and relational thinking that integrates the Confucian and Taoist 

views of life. Such thinking considers Tao as the loftiest ideal of life, yet recognizes the 

secular and material goals of life. Humans do not have to live always within the 

boundary of material goals. When necessary, they can go beyond the boundary and enter 

the lofty realm of life, becoming one with Tao and achieving eternity. Humans always 

yearn for eternity. Frequently, the purpose ofreligion and philosophy is to help people 

free from the 
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Nature --+ Tao 

+ 

Confucian view of 

society & attitude 

Figure 2-3. The typical Chinese view of an ideal life. 

limited existence and realize eternity. The Chinese use the holistic and relational 

thinking to create a picture embodying both the finite and the infinite of the human life. 

In this picture, the triumphant can see further goals to achieve, whereas the disappointed 

can also find consolation and not become too concerned about temporary 

disappointments. Thus, Man's spiritual needs are satisfied to the greatest extent. 

Yin-Yang Principle and Relational/Holistic Thinking 

Yin and yang are two mutually complementary principles or forces that constitute 

the universe and are the driving force behind the cycle of life and death for all things in 

the universe. All natural phenomena result from the ceaseless interplay of these two 

forces. This view is commonly accepted by the Chinese, whatever school of thought they 
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belong to (Hou 1982). The yin-yang-based Chinese world outlook reflects, more than 

anything else, the holistic and relational thinking of the Chinese people. 

Yin and yang have many meanings. First of all, yin and yang are the fundamental 

forces that bring about the changes and development of all things in the universe 

(Wilhelm 1973). The Chinese character for change is $J, . It is a compound ideograph 

composed of the ideograph for the sun ( B) and that for the moon (JJ ). According to 

Etymology of Characters, a well-known ancient Chinese classic written by Xu Sheng in 

the late Han dynasty (25-220 A.D.), "the coming and going of the sun and the moon is 

just like the change of yin and yang. Hence the sun and the moon are put together to 

signify the meaning of change" (Cited in Liu 1988, 4). The formation of the character 

itself reveals a relational thinking mode. From the coming and going of the sun and the 

moon, which brings about the alteration of day and night, is derived the meaning of 

change. Here, the sun is yang, and the moon is yin. 

Second, yin and yang are also the qualities abstracted from the things existing in 

the universe (Uritam 1975). Yang represents masculinity, light, warmth, dryness, 

hardness, activity, large, etc.; while yin represents femininity, darkness, cold, moisture, 

softness, passivity, small, etc. Yin and yang do not exist in isolation to each other. Yang 

becomes yang only in relation to yin, and yin becomes yin only in relation to yang. For 

example, the sun is yang relative to the moon, and the moon is yin relative to the sun. 

Man is yang relative to woman, and woman is yin relative to man. Fire is yang relative to 

water, and water is yin relative to fire. It is meaningless to speak of yin and yang 

separated from each other. Also, what is yin in one relationship may become yang in 
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another. For example, in the relationship of man and woman, man is yang. However, in 

the relationship of father and son, father is yang, while son is yin, even though son is also 

man. Therefore, yin and yang acquire meaning only in certain relationships. 

Third, yin and yang are not absolute but are transformable into each other. The 

yin-yang principle is the "principle of transformation" (Yosida 1973, 73). Yin embodies 

the element of yang, and yang embodies the element of yin. A typical example is the way 

the Chinese view life and death. In the relationship of life and death, life is yang, while 

death is yin. Life gradually approaches death because life embodies the element of death. 

In other words, yang embodies the element of yin. The process of life approaching death 

is that of the element of death in life becoming increasingly bigger. In terms of yin and 

yang, it is the process of the yin in the yang growing bigger and bigger. However, death 

is not the simple negation of life. Death means a change in the form of life. Death is one 

form of life. 

The well-known Taijitu, or the Taiji Visual (Figure 2-4 below), best illustrates the 

interplay of yin and yang. 

Figure 2-4. Taijitu, or Taiji Visual. 
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Taijitu is formed of two fish-like shapes representing yin and yang. The idea of Yin 

embodying yang and yang embodying yin is represented by the little circles ( the fish 

eyes) existing in the fish-like shapes. When either one of them grows to its uttermost (the 

fish head), it begins to decline and the other's growth begins (at the fish tail). Thus, the 

Chinese epitomize the principle of change and development governing all phenomena in 

the universe, both physical and social, with the growing and declining of yin and yang. 

The concept of yin and yang and the application of it can be found in every part of 

Chinese life: It is part of the theoretical foundations of the traditional Chinese medicine; 

it is used to explain the flourish and decline of dynasties and governments; and it is the 

rationale even for the ingredients of dishes or the number of dishes for a feast in Chinese 

cuisine. The yin-yang concept is clearly a significant element in Chinese culture, and, 

with its distinctive relational and holistic feature, it contributes greatly to the typical 

Chipese mode of thinking. 

Chinese Language and Relational/Holistic Thinking 

The relationship of language and thinking is often discussed in terms of the Sapir­

Whorf hypothesis oflinguistic relativity. According to this view, a language predisposes 

or predetermines its speakers to certain modes of observation and interpretation of the 

environment (Hoosain 1986). The strong version of the linguistic relativity principle has 

now fallen into discredit, largely due to its one-sidedness and extremity. For us, the 

significance of the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis lies in the fact that it calls attention to the 
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relationship of language and thinking, and this relationship is "very much relevant to 

cross-cultural studies of cognitive behavior" (Hoosain 1986, 1 ). Language, as the vehicle 

of thought, may embody philosophical outlooks and patterns of thinking of a people in 

many ways (Cheng 1973). Consequently, it can well reflect the thinking mode of the 

culture using the language, as well as its characteristic pursuits and interests. 

The Chinese language is "the oldest in the sense that among the scripts in use 

today, Chinese characters have the longest history of continuous use" (Defrancis 1984, 

40). The Chinese language clearly demonstrates the relational, holistic thinking mode of 

the Chinese people. In this section, I will look at the relational, holistic nature of the 

Chinese language at the levels of the script or characters, compound expressions, and 

syntax. 

Chinese Characters 

The most apparent distinction of the Chinese language from most other languages 

lies in its script. Chinese is written in symbols, called "characters," instead of letters. 

Each character consists of a certain number of strokes, which are written in a prescribed 

order and is designed to fit into an imaginary square space. 

The original construction of Chinese characters was based on four major principles, 

which have produced four major categories of characters. They are 1) pictorial 

representation, which produces pictographs; 2) diagrammatic indications of ideas, which 

produces ideographs; 3) assembly of meaning, which produces compound ideographs; 

and 4) combination of a significative element and a phonetic element, which produces 
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phonetic compounds (Chao 1968; Chu Yu-kuang 1973). I will use examples to describe 

all four categories, but with an emphasis on the last two as they most clearly demonstrate 

the relational and holistic thinking of the Chinese, their creators and users. 

1) Pictographs 

Pictographs are characters originated from pictures of objects. In the present form 

they are not clear, but in the archaic forms of more than 3,000 years ago, their pictorial 

aspect can be seen clearly. Typical examples (See Table 2-1 below) include the character 

for "sun." It is a circle with a dot in the center. Later on it was conventionalized into an 

upright rectangle with a short horizontal ~troke in the middle. A crescent represents 

"moon." Three peaks stand for "mountain." The symbol for ''tree" has a vertical line to 

represent the tree trunk, two spreading strokes at the bottom to represent roots and two 

others at the top to suggest branches. · The character for "door" is clearly the picture of a 

pair of swinging doors and has changed very little throughout more than 3,000 years. 

English 
Chinese 

Archaic Form Present Form 

Sun 0 s 

Moon 1J JI 

Mountain ~ LlJ 

Tree t * 
Door ~~ r5 

Table 2-1. Examples of Chinese pictographs. 
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2)Ideographs 

With ideas that are difficult to picture, the ancient Chinese diagrammed them, 

which resulted in ideographs. For example, one, two, and three are represented by one, 

two, and three horizontal strokes respectively. A dot above a horizontal line represents 

"above," and one below such a line stands for "below." A vertical stroke running through 

a circle means "middle" or "center". Table 2-2 below shows these examples. 

English Chinese 

Archaic Form Present Form 

One - -

Two - -- -
Three -- -- -
Above . - _t 

Below -. r 
Middle cp 

q:i 

Table 2-2. Examples of Chinese ideographs. 

As Cheng (1971) points out, "Chinese language as a morphology closely 

resembles reality of nature as man experiences it" (3). Indeed, as a system of ideograms, 

Chinese language maps the real world on many levels. Not only concrete familiar objects 

are generally mapped in pictographs and simple ideas in ideographs, their relations are 

ideographically represented, as is demonstrated in the following two categories. 

60 



3) Compound ideographs 

Compound ideographs are characters in which the meaning of the whole is a 

combination of the meanings of its parts. Compound ideographs are composed of two or 

more ideographs to suggest a new idea. For example, the word "night" is composed of 

three parts: house, human, and the Moon. The word "hear" is formed by placing an ear 

between the two panels of a door. Two trees standing side by side suggest "forest," and 

three trees become a "jungle." Likewise, "multitude" is represented by the character for 

"human" repeated three times. The sun shining through the tree means "east." A woman 

holding a child means "love," since love is good, the word by extension of meaning also 

means "good." Both the sun and the moon emit light, so they were put together to mean 

"bright." The coming and going of the sun and the moon brings about the alteration of 

day and night. Consequently, the sun and the moon were put together in another 

formation to represent "change." Table 2-3 on the next page provides these Chinese 

characters. 

A close look at these compound ideographs will reveal that they are formed 

according to various relations of the component parts, and these relations arise from the 

Chinese way of looking at the world or the Chinese mode of thinking. 

~(night)= A- (house) + 'A (human) +}) (the moon) 

Here, the moon and the night are naturally related; the moon is an element of the night. 

But what brings the house, the humans, and the moon into a relationship may be typically 

Chinese. The Chinese see the universe as consisting of three levels, Heaven, Earth, an~ 
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English Chinese 
Archaic Form Present Form 

Night {ff £it 
Hear Pa.~ ~ 
Forest 

*f if* 
Jungle 

'"' 
~ 

Multitude A 
X'X -/)i. 

East * JI( 

Love/Good 1t¥ M 
Bright 0]) f!J=j 

Change 
0 
D ~ 

Table 2-3. Examples of Chinese compound ideographs. 

hl:llllans5 . In this character, house obviously represents the Earth. Thus, in this single 

word is reflected a holistic view of the universe. 

ific (forest) = two * (trees) 

~ Qungle) = three * (trees) 

~(multitude)= three A (persons) 

All three of these words embody the relationships of part and whole, more and 

less. Three is a big number in Chinese culture, implying many. For example, Confucius 

5 As cited earlier in the section on Taoism, Laotze says, "Tao is great, the Heaven is great, the Earth is 
great, Man is also great. These are the Great Four in the universe, and Man is one of them. Man models 
himself after the Earth; the Earth models itself after Heaven; the Heaven models itself after Tao; Tao 
models itself after Nature" (Lin 145). The Book of Changes also says, " ... the Tao of Heaven is sustained 
by Yin and Yang, the Tao of Earth is sustained by softness and hardness, the Tao of Man is sustained by 
benevolence and righteousness"( Liu 21) These are philosophical views. But we can see from these why 
for the Chinese, the world of experiences is made of the Heaven, the Earth, and the Man. 
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has a well-known saying that goes "One out of any three people may be my teacher" 

(Confucius Bk. VII, Chap. XXI). Confucius also advises, "Think three times before you 

act" (Bk. V, Chap. XIX). 

JI( (east)= *(tree)+ B (the sun) 

When Chinese children learn this character, they are usually told the following 

story. Cangjie, (the legendary creator of Chinese characters,) had spent a whole night 

trying to create a character for "east." He knew the sun rises in the east, so he would 

certainly use the character for the sun. But how to differentiate "east" from the "sun"? 

Early in the morning, he walked out of his house to stretch his limbs. He faced to the 

east, breathing the fresh morning air and enjoying the rays of the rising sun. Suddenly, he 

held his breath; he saw the character! There were many poplar trees around his house, 

and now bathed in the rays of the rising sun, they were looking so lively, so beautiful. 

The relation of the sun and trees became clearer than ever to him, so was the character he 

is going to use for "east." Then he went on to create another character. He put the sun on 

top of a tree to describe the brightness of the sun in the midday, and that is the character 

* . Although this is only a story, it nevertheless reflects how the Chinese see things in 

relations and how they derive meaning from the relations. 

~f (love/good)= -!J; (woman) + r (child) 

This character is a typical example that demonstrates the holistic thinking mode of 

the Chinese people. When one sees a woman with her child, one often sees love; if not, 

one should. Further, love is good. Here, the meaning of the character is derived not only 
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from the combination of the component parts, like all other compound ideographs, but 

also from the whole event these components represent. The meaning is also related to the 

natural feelings that arise in a person witnessing the event. 

gJj (bright) = B (the sun) + A (the moon) 

$}(change)= B (the sun)+ A (the moon) 

Here, both characters are formed of the same two ideographic parts, the sun and 

the moon. The Chinese see different relations between the two objects, which results in 

different meanings. The meaning "bright" is derived from one obvious common property 

of the two heavenly bodies. The meaning "change" is derived from their movement. The 

sun and the moon are parallel to one another in the sense that they both give out light, and 

parallel things are usually placed side by side. 

The movement of the sun and the moon brings about the change of day and night, 

which further creates the concept of time. Time is a vertical idea for the Chinese, 

whereas space is horizontal, as is shown in the Chinese expressions such as "up and down 

5, 000 years" (throughout 5,000 years), but "run a horizontal thousands of miles" (run 

thousands of miles), and so on. That is why the character for "change" has a vertical 

formation. 

4) Phonetic compounds 

Phonetic compounds are by far the most common type of Chinese characters 

(Chao 1968). A phonetic compound is composed of two parts, a significative element 
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called "radical" and a phonetic element (Chu Yu-kuang 1973). The radical indicates the 

general category of things to which the meaning of the character belongs, while the 

phonetic element suggests the pronunciation of the character. There are a total of214 

radicals, according to which Chinese characters are classified in a dictionary. Many of 

these radicals are simplified forms of pictographs, and they indicate the general categories 

of things or ideas. The phonetic element is usually a pictograph or ideograph as well. 

However, in the phonetic compound, the pictograph or ideograph only suggests 

pronunciation, not meaning. Table 2-4 below provides some examples of characters in 

this category. (Note that in the radical column, the first is the radical, and the second is 

the character from which the radical is derived. In the other two columns, the part in 

brackets represents the pronunciation.) 

Radical + Phonetic element = Phonetic Compound 

i l:f- 1g [bao] te! [bao] 

(hand) (bag) (hold) 

j I Ji 1g [bao] ffi [pao] 

(foot) (bag) (run) 

: I 7.1( 1g [bao] W, [pao] 
/ 

(water) (bag) (bubble) 

1: I :k 1g [bao] 1:§ [pao] 

(fire) (bag) (cannon) 

Table 2-4. Examples of Chinese phonetic compounds. 
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Phonetic compounds began to appear in the Chinese vocabulary in the 15th 

century B.C., and their appearance marks the maturity of Chinese characters. Since then, 

phonetic compounds have been the major principle of character formation for the Chinese 

to expand the existing vocabulary to meet the increasing demand of use (Wang 1980). 

The particular method a culture adopts to enlarge its vocabulary is closely related to the 

particular thinking mode of the culture. The fact that the Chinese use the principle of 

phonetic compounds as the major means to expand their vocabulary reveals the relational 

thinking mode of Chinese culture. 

With phonetic compounds, objects and ideas are placed into categories 

symbolized by radicals. The categorization is based on the relationship among either the 

concrete or abstract properties of the objects or ideas. As a result, all words with the 

same radical are related in some way. For example, all the following words, ( and many 

others), have something to do with water 7j( , which is symbolized by the water radical~ . 

rnJ #ti 1$ ~ ff ~ ~ r! m rm 
(river) (sea) (ocean) Gmce) (sweat) (wasb) (soup) (swim) (tears) (pond) 

New ideas or objects related to water will also be added to this category. They will be 

formed by combining the water radical with an ideograph or a pictograph representing the 

sound. Consequently, when a Chinese comes across a strange character out of context, he 

or she can frequently guess the right meaning by following the hint of the significative 

radical and the phonetic element. 
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Meanwhile, we can also see in the phonetic compounds a holistic, relational view 

of the natural world. We can see how the Chinese categorize the natural world by 

looking at the radicals they have created for their characters. We can construct a picture 

of the universe with the major radicals, a picture that matches the traditional Chinese 

view of nature or cosmology. 

First of all, there are the radicals for the five elements, metal ( ,j; I ~ ), wood 

( t I * ), water ( : I 7j( ), fire ( j; I ;k ), and earth ( j. I ± ), which are both concrete 

things and "symbols of five fundamental processes characteristic of these elements" 

(Uritam 140). Then, there is heaven or sky ( t I *. ), where the sun ( fl I B ), the moon 

( ~ I }3 ), and the stars ( { I £ ) are located. Then, on earth, there are humans ( 1 I A ), 

insects ( ~ I II ), birds ( ,t I 'Jti ), beasts ( ~ I ~ ), grass ( .-ti- I ~ ), mountains ( lLl I 

I1J ), stones ( fo I 15 ), rice ( l I * ) and so on and so forth. All these make up the 

universe in which humans live in. 

Meanwhile, every component of the universe is a small world in itself that 

interacts with the big world, which is the universe. The Chinese seem to be most familiar 

with the small world that is the human being itself. Consequently, we find radicals that 

represent almost every part of this world: head ( 1 I~), eye ( 8 I §),ear(~ I 1j: ), 

nose ( 0 I jJi ), mouth ( 0 I o ), tooth ( i I 5f ), heart ( 1/· I Jl,\ ), hand ( { I -¥ ), 

foot ( j I )E ), skin ( ! I Bl), and etc. Unsurprisingly, these radicals occur almost in 

every character that expresses an action that is related to the part represented by the 

radical. Among the abundant examples are :I" for "look," ~ for "speak," ,'GI, and /~ 

for "think," and JEE! for "run." 
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The thinking mode underlying this kind of character formation is clearly relational 

and holistic. It is relational and holistic thinking and the corresponding view of an 

organic nature that have conditioned the Chinese people in the first place to adopt this 

particular method of character formation as their major means of constructing new 

characters. 

The categorization of the natural world as reflected in the radicals and their 

characters is like the interpretive schemes of the Constructivism, which the Chinese apply 

not only to order and understand the natural world as they see it, but also to understand 

and integrate new knowledge from other parts of the world. A typical illustration is the 

Chinese Periodic Table of Elements. Most of the characters for the 103 chemical 

elements in the table were created in modem times when western science entered China, 

and they were created as phonetic compounds. Consequently, all these 103 chemical 

elements can be grouped into four categories according to their Chinese names: metal 

types with their "metal" radical ( f ), such as radium ( 41 ) and uranium ( ifB ), non-metal 

types with their "stone" radical ( ,b ), such as boron ( li)ffl ) and iodine ( ~ ), gas types 

with their "air" radical C 1), such as helium C m ) and argon C IL ), and liquid types with 

their "water" radical ( ~ ), such as bromine ( jj! ). 

Thus, this character formation principle, which is based on the particular 

interpretive scheme, enables the Chinese to integrate new concepts easily into their 

language. Further, it makes it easy for them to learn these concepts through the 

characters which are new yet familiar in some way. 
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Chinese Compound Expressions 

Many Chinese expressions have a relational, holistic nature. They are compound 

expressions composed of antonyms. However, "the antonyms are not thought of as 

irreconcilable oppo~ites butas being united to form a complete idea" (Chu 1973, 599). A 

typical example is the compound expression, yin-yang ( ~ ~a ), which is, as I have 

discussed earlier, one of the important concepts in Chinese philosophy. Yin-yang is a 

compound of antonyms, yin and yang. Yin is associated with darkness, cold, wetness, 

softness, quiescence, femininity, earth, moon, north, below, squareness, even numbers; 

yang is associated with light, heat, dryness, hardness, activity, masculinity, heaven, sun, 

south, above, roundness, odd numbers. Combined in the compound expression yin-yang, 

these two terms denote a concept of two opposing but complementary forces in the 

universe interacting to produce all things. 

Other examples include "spring-autumn" (-wt/() for "history," "buy-sell" 

( .ffe!'.Jf) for "trade," "advance-retreat" ( :li:l[li) for "movement,", "rule-chaos" ( t&~L) for 

"political condition," "big-small" ( ::k1J, ) for "size," "lance-shield" ( ~ Jl ) for 

"contradiction," and many more. These expressions demonstrate that the Chinese regard 

things holistically, trying to include all related aspects. The whole embodies the various 

parts but is more than the sum total of the parts. Such terms also imply the idea that 

nothing is absolute; there are two opposing aspects in everything, which is consistent 

with the yin-yang concept. 
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Chinese Syntax 

The syntax of the Chinese language is of a relational, holistic nature as well. 

DeFrancis (1984) describes Chinese as a "context-oriented language" (52). A Chinese 

sentence does not have syntactic marks of number, person, case, and tense (Cheng 1971). 

This feature does not mean that Chinese sentences do not convey such information. 

Rather, the functions of number, person, case, and tense are delegated to word order, the 

use of auxiliary words, and the context. Consequently, attention is focused on word 

relations rather than on individual words themselves. 

For example, a Chinese word does not have part of speech embodied in it, such as 

noun, verb, etc. The idea of part of speech is imported from the West in modem times. 

Instead, Chinese words are divided into two big categories, notional and empty. The 

empty category includes all auxiliary particles, such as a9 , the possessive particle, and 

T, the particle indicating past tense~ All others belong to the notional category. Any 

notional word can be a noun or verb depending on its position and function in the 

sentence, as illustrated in the following two sentences . 

. a) 

Running is good for your health. 

b) JJIJ 
Don't run too fast.. 

Here, the same character Rf! is used as a noun in the first sentence for "running," but a 

verb in the second for "run." Its part of speech is identified through an understanding of 
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the sentence in which the word occurs. Also, because Chinese is basically a subject-verb­

object language (DeFrancis 1984), the position of the character in the sentence helps to 

identify its part of speech as well. 

Considering the fact that it is not only part of speech, but number, person, case, 

and tense, that are determined in relation to other words, the importance of word relations 

and context for the Chinese language is obvious. It is this relational nature of the Chinese 

language that has led Cheng (1971) to comment 

[The] Chinese language, in so far as its grammar is concerned, seems to 

exhibit the basic points of Chinese philosophy, and indeed can be taken as 

a concrete illustration of important Chinese philosophical principles such 

as that the whole is relevant for, and contributes to, the determination of 

the part in the whole. (213) 

Indeed, because Language is created by people, language both illustrates and 

demonstrates the thinking of the people. Chu points out, ''the monosyllabic nonin:flecting 

and ideographic characters provided a congenial medium for relational thinking, which 

has been a distinctive quality of Chinese thought and culture" (599). In fact, the 

"medium" is created because of the thinking mode. It is holistic and relational thinking 

that led the Chinese in the first place to develop and use the particular principles of 

character formation, to create the distinctive compound expressions, and to work with the 

particular syntax. Meanwhile, the relational nature of the language also influences the 

thinking of the Chinese people and reinforces their relational and holistic thinking. 
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Chinese Landscape Painting and Relational/Holistic Thinking 

Chinese landscape painting goes back to ancient times and boasts the most 

outstanding achievements of all Chinese painting. There have been great landscape 

painters in almost every period of the Chinese history. Most Chinese landscape painters 

do not care about personal fame and gain. In their personality and thoughts, they are like 

Taoists. They like to live in the seclusion of the woody mountains, following the rhythm 

of nature. They want to achieve the uttermost communion with nature, and then depict 

the spirit and rhythm of nature with their romantic brush (Lin 193 7). 

The most ideal state for Chinese painters is forgetting the difference between the 

object and the self. When they are absorbed in painting, they have no idea whether they 

are depicting trees, rivers, mountains, etc., or whether they are depicting themselves. For 

them it is no longer important, because the two have become one (Huang 1994). 

A Chinese landscape painting frequently does not have a focal point around which 

all other objects in the painting center. Ifwe have to analyze the organization of a 

Chinese landscape painting according to the rules of perspective, we will find many focal 

points. This feature of Chinese painting is called "scattered perspective," which, in 

reality, means there are no focal points (Zhong 1982). 

A focal point arises from the separation of the object and the self, with the self as 

the observer and the object as the observed. The self takes a particular perspective at the 

object and reflects this perspective in the painting, which is the focal point, then organizes 

the painting around this focal point. 
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For Chinese painters, the relation of the self and the object is not that of the 

observer and the observed. Chinese painters try their uttermost to remove the distance 

between the self and the object. They do not start with observing mountains and rivers, 

but with feeling and experiencing them, trying to merge themselves with the mountains 

and rivers and forget the distance of the self and the object. This attitude toward painting 

is illustrated by the life of the great painter Huang Zijiu in Yuan Dynasty (1206-1341), as 

described by Li Rihua (1565-1635): 

Huang Zijiu often sits the whole day in the company of bamboos, trees, 

brush-wood and piles of rocks in the wild mountains, and seems to have 

lost himself in his surroundings, in a manner puzzling to others. 

Sometimes he goes to the piace where the river joins the sea to look at the 

currents and the waves, and he remains there, oblivious of wind and rain 

and the howling water-spirits. This is the work of the Great Absent­

Minded [ name of the painter J, and that is why it is surcharged with moods 

and feelings, ever-changing and wonderful like nature itself. (Cited in Lin 

1937, 289) 

The ideal state for paintings to be "surcharged with moods and feelings, ever-

changing and wonderful like nature itself' is achieved by the painter not as an observer, 

but as a participant. The painter merges himself with nature, so when he paints 

mountains, he himself becomes mountains; when he paints creeks, rivers, or lakes, he 

himself becomes creeks, or rivers, or lakes. He forgets that he is painting. Instead, he 

feels that he is standing towering like the mountain or he is flowing like the creek, the 

river, or the lake. He does not delineate the details exactly, nor does he use a focal point. 

Life is an organic whole. The mountains, creeks, and trees in the painting do not exist 
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isolated from one another. They exist together in perfect harmony and form an organic 

whole of life. When a painting succeeds in creating this organic whole of life, it has 

achieved "spiritual likeness" (Huang 1991, v). It is spiritual likeness, not photographic 

reproduction of the material reality, that Chinese painters strive to achieve in their 

paintings. 

Consequently, the masterpieces of Chinese landscape painting are another 

illustration and product of holistic and relational thinking. The painter looks upon nature 

as an organic whole of life, and the painter himself merges harmoniously into this whole. 

His painting process is not a process of delineating nature, but that of feeling and 

experiencing this organic whole. 

Lei Feng and Holistic/Relational Thinking 

The Confucian ideal of life, which reflects the holistic and relational thinking 

mode, had influenced the Chinese people for thousands of years. However, with the 1910 

Democratic Revolution, which overthrew the last feudal government in Chinese history, 

the New Cultural Movement arose. This movement criticized the traditional Chinese 

culture. Confucianism, which had been the pillar of the traditional Chinese culture, 

became an object of attack, as was testified by the slogan of the movement, "Down with 

Confucianism!" (Jian 1983). 

It appears that since then, various western ideologies, like democracy, freedom, 

and Marxism, began to influence China in place of Confucianism. In reality, the Chinese 

have only characteristically integrated these foreign thoughts with their holistic and 
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relational thinking. What they believe in is a Chinese-style democracy or a Chinese-style 

Marxism. Even today, Deng Xiaoping, the highest leader in China's economic reform, is 

advocating "building the Chinese-style socialism." In fact, the so-called "Chinese-style" 

is a combination of foreign terms and Chinese content, a combination constructed with 

holistic and relational thinking. The "Learn from Lei Feng Movement" is a typical 

example of this Chinese feature. 

The "Learn from Lei Feng Movement" was started in communist China in the 

1950s, and it has continued till today. Lei Feng was set up as a model example of 

communist morality. Lei was a very common soldier. In his short life, he did not make 

any glorious achievements. We cannot see much relationship between him and Karl 

Marx because Lei had only very limited education and he could not read those esoteric 

works of Marx. But he was an honest and kind-hearted soldier who followed the military 

rules strictly and enjoyed helping others. The numerous stories told of him are all about 

how he helped others without thinking about himself. Mao Zedong's comment of him is 

"Never benefit himself, always benefit others." 

Lei was not only ready to help others, but he would not reveal his name to the 

people he helped. Many of these people learned that they had been helped by him only 

after he had died and the "Learn from Lei Feng Movement" was initiated. They 

recognized him from his pictures in the newspapers. In his diary, he wrote, "I live to be 

beneficial to other people ... I'm willing to be a screw that never rusts" (Lei 1982, 1 ). 

Words like communism occur rarely in his diary. People are moved by him because he 
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had a very kind heart, and he behaved like a screw that silently contributes to the 

workings of the whole machine. 

For several decades, Lei Feng has been set up in communist China as a model of 

communist morality for every Chinese to emulate. The reason is not that Lei is really 

related to Marx's ideal of communism, but that his attempt to be "a screw that never 

rusts" reflects the fundamental Chinese view of a human being (Lei 1982, 1 ). A human 

being is not an isolated individual; a human being exists as a part of a whole and in 

relation to the other parts of the whole; and as a part, the human being should contribute 

to the smooth functioning of the whole. 

This view of humans is essentially the same as the Confucian view of humans 

discussed earlier, except that Confucianism places humans in the whole of a family and 

then the whole of a country. In Lei Feng' s· time, it is stressed that a human being is a part 

of the society. Society is a whole, and it is compared to a machine. The smooth 

functioning of the machine requires the contribution and cooperation of each and every 

part. A part as small as a screw also plays an indispensable role. By itself, the screw is 

of no use. Only when it exists as a part of the machine does it acquire its function, and its 

meaning of existence. 

The Lei Feng example shows that the Chinese still view human beings in a 

relational and holistic way. Whatever new terms are used, the fundamental implications 

remain the same. In other words, words and behavior may change, but the underlying 

thinking mode does not. 

76 



Summary and Implications for Cross-Cultural Technical Communicators 

In this chapter, I have demonstrated, through brief examination of several aspects 

of Chinese culture, the typical Chinese mode of thinking. I have shown that the thinking 

mode underlying the two native Chines~ systems of thought, Confucianism and Taoism; 

the even more fundamental Chinese outlook of the world, the yin-yang principle; the 

Chinese language; the creation and appreciation of Chinese painting; and finally, the 

contemporary model of social morality is all relational and holistic. 

By relational and holistic, I mean that the Chinese do not look at things as isolated 

entities, but regard any object as part of the organic whole it exists in. The Chinese focus 

on the various relationships of the parts that make up the whole while always keeping the 

whole in mind. For them, the parts do not fit into a causal hierarchy, but are associated 

with one another in mutual influence and mutual dependence, and by principles of 

similarity and relativity. When studying an object, they try to be comprehensive and look 

into all the aspects related to the object, rather than focus on one aspect and dig deep into 

it. In other words, they like to have "a big picture" of everything. 

Meanwhile, when we conclude that the typical thinking mode of the Chinese is 

relational and holistic, we can only regard this conclusion as a generalization, which, like 

all other cultural generalizations, should be viewed as "approximations, not absolutes" 

(Samovar 1991, 17). As we know all rules have many exceptions. 

Nevertheless, for cross-cultural technical communicators, this high-level 

generalization holds significant implications. It provides insights to the cognitive 
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features of their Chinese readers, which can suggest effective means for the 

communicators to adapt their documents to the Chinese readers. For example, cross­

cultural technical communicators may consider organizing their document in a way that is 

consistent with holistic an:d relational thinking. An organization pattern of general-to­

specific or big-to-small may be the best choice to help the Chinese readers to process 

information effectively. 

With relational thinking, the Chinese have a relational way of cognition, which is 

also taught by Confucius. They tend to explore the unknown by proceeding from the 

principles of what is known and follow the principle of similarity to investigate the 

various relationships between the known and the unknown. Believing that nothing exists 

by itself, they focus on the various relationships existing among things, including the 

relationship of both coordinating and subordinating similarity and the relationship of 

relativity. And they are apt to recognize the relationship between analogical entities. 

Consequently, cross-cultural technical communicators should also focus on 

relationships when they explain the strange and the complex for their Chinese readers. In 

other words, to help the Chinese to understand the strange and the complex, they should 

exploit the explanatory power of analogy and strive to explain what is unknown in terms 

of what is known and familiar. (The next chapter will discuss in greater detail the 

Chinese use of analogy for persuasive purposes.) 

The relational and holistic nature of Chinese thinking and the ideographic 

characteristic of the Chinese language also suggest that the Chinese have superior visual 

abilities, or at least, they are sensitive to visual presentations. Cross-cultural technical 

78 



communicators can also exploit this capability of the Chinese to make their documents 

more effective for their Chinese readers. 

Further, the features of relational and holistic thinking as revealed in the various 

aspects discussed in this chapter also suggest specific techniques cross-cultural technical 

communicators can use to adapt the documents to the Chinese readers. The Confucian 

emphasis on the harmony of human relationships, for example, suggests the kind of 

relationship the communicators should establish with their Chinese readers. Using a 

polite and friendly tone in the technical document to cultivate a rapport with these readers 

is necessary, in fact, expected for effective communication with people of Chinese 

culture. Likewise, for better effect, the visual features of the document should also 

contribute to the general impression of harmony, a quality especially valued by Chinese 

culture. 

In sum, cross-cultural technical communicators should keep in mind that the 

Chinese typically think in a holistic and relational way and strive to adapt their 

documents to this particular feature of their Chinese readers. 
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CHAPTER3 

ANALOGY AS A SIGNIFICANT ELEMENT IN CHINESE PERSUASION 

Technical communication is persuasive communication. Frequently, the goal of 

technical communicators is to persuade their readers to adopt a particular course of 

action, as in proposals. Even in user manuals, one of the goals of the technical 

communicator is to convince the readers that they know what they are doing so that the 

readers have confidence in the instructions. In cross-cultural technical communication, 

the element of persuasion becomes even more important. Here, the cross-cultural 

technical communicator faces the unusual challenge of persuading people of an entirely 

different culture, people who may, because of the very difference, have a cultural block to 

the information communicated. Knowledge of the persuasive style of the target culture 

should definitely aid cross-cultural technical communicators in designing an appropriate 

persuasive strategy for their documents. 

As I have discussed in the previous chapter, the Chinese have a distinctive mode 

of thinking that is different from the people of the West. They think in a holistic and 

relational way, rather than analytically. This thinking mode and the influences that 

contribute to this thinking mode have also produced a distinctive feature in their 

persuasive style: the Chinese rely heavily on analogy in their persuasive acts. 
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Analogy is a "question of comparison of some relationship to another" (Perelman 

1982, 114). It focuses on the similarity between things. Analogical reasoning is different 

from the typical Western reasoning that proceeds either deductively from general 

statements to a conclusion, or inductively from a number of specific examples to a 

generalization. The analogical argument assumes that because two cases or situations are 

similar, and one ·Of them is known to have certain characteristics or to develop in certain 

way with certain results, the other has similar characteristics and will proceed in a similar 

way (Long & Garigliano 1994). To persuade their Chinese readers effectively, cross­

cultural technical communicators should be aware of this Chinese persuasive feature so 

different from the one they are used to in their own culture. Considered in terms of 

Richard Petty and John Cacioppo's Elaboration Likelihood theory, the Chinese's heavy 

reliance on analogy in persuasion is also a significant point that cross-cultural technical 

communicators should understand. 

Elaboration Likelihood theory is one of the most popular persuasion theories in 

the West today (Littlejohn 1992). According to this theory, people process information 

from persuasive messages in one of two ways: through a central route or a peripheral 

route. When processing information through the central route, people actively think 

about the information and measure it against what they already know. When they process 

through the peripheral route, people tend to be influenced by factors other than the 

argument itself (Petty & Cacioppo 1986). Frequently, people process information 

through both routes. 
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The theory also identifies the persuasive factors or cues functioning in the two 

processing routes. In central processing, major persuasive factors are the degree to which 

the message matches the previous attitude on the one hand and the logical strength of the 

argument on the other. In peripheral processing, persuasive cues include the credibility 

of the information, the degree to which the topic is liked, and the number of arguments 

presented (Petty & Cacioppo 1986). The lesson of this theory is that, to persuade, people 

should pay special attention to central processing factors without ignoring peripheral 

cues. 

In cross-cultural communication, however, communicators need to consider both 

central and peripheral factors in a cultural context. Central factors in one culture may be 

peripheral cues in another. The heavy reli~ce on analogy of the Chinese in their 

persuasive acts means that the Chinese pay equally great attention, sometimes even more 

attention, to the cues that the theory would consider peripheral. For the Chinese the 

central and peripheral cues are frequently combined in the analogy that is often the means 

to present the argument. The strength of the argument is derived largely from the appeal 

of the analogy used, from its credibility and appropriateness. 

The Chinese use analogies not only for persuasion, but also for explanation, and 

often in the same context. However, analogies used as arguments work differently from 

analogies used for explanation. The goal of explanatory analogies is to facilitate 

understanding. Consequently, because the two entities involved, the analogical source, X, 

and the analogical target, Y, are similar but never equal to each other entirely, the author 
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needs to explain how Y is different from X in certain aspect, unless the difference is 

already clear. Otherwise, the analogy would confuse rather than clarify the meaning of Y 

On the other hand, the goal of an analogical argument is persuasion. The author 

persuades based on the analogical similarity of X and Y. The reasoning is that because Y 

is similar to X in terms of the underlying relationships or structures, (they do not have to 

possess apparent likeness,) and that Xis known to have certain characteristics or to 

develop in a certain way with certain results, Y has similar characteristics and will 

develop in a similar way. The persuasiveness of the argument is determined by whether 

Xis credible and whether it is appropriate to place X and Yin the same category, in other 

words, whether these two cases are really similar, really parallel. Consequently, the 

Chinese often counter-argue by questioning the credibility of the analogy or by targeting 

its appropriateness. This point will become clearer when I discuss typical examples later 

in this chapter. 

In the rest of the chapter, I will first discuss why the Chinese rely heavily on 

analogy in their persuasion. Then I will analyze a few classic examples to provide a more 

concrete idea of how the Chinese use analogy to persuade. Finally, in the last section, I 

will briefly discuss implications of this distinctive feature of Chinese persuasion for the 

cross-cultural technical communicator. I will address the last topic in greater detail in the 

next chapter. 
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Why the Chinese Rely Heavily on Analogy in Persuasion 

In the Chinese language, the earliest equivalent for "analogy" is If. However, 

this Chinese equivalent has a broader meaning. According to the Chinese-English 

Dictionary, If means "example; analogy" (1981, 517). The same word is used to refer to 

both examples and analogies because both figures of speech involve comparison and are 

based on the similarity between two entities. 

Likewise, Long and Garigliano (1994) consider analogy as something based on 

the underlying similarity between two situations or patterns or structures. Analogy in this 

sense also takes a broad meaning. It not only refers to cases where a is to b as c is to d, 

but also includes uses of metaphors, similes, and examples. In other words, in both 

Western and Chinese cultures, analogy is a kind of thinking that recognizes and exploits 

similarities between things. 

For the Chinese, analogical reasoning is especially appealing beca1.1-se it well suits 

the Chinese thinking mode and the most important values of the culture. This section 

discusses several factors that contribute to the Chinese's heavy reliance on analogy in 

persuasion. These factors are the functions of analogy, the influence of relational and 

holistic thinking, the contribution of cultural values, and the Confucian and Taoist 

heritage. 

Functions of Analogy 

Analogy has the same functions in both Western and Chinese cultures, but its 

application is not entirely the same. In the West, analogy is probably used mainly for 
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explanation. In Chinese culture, analogy is used also as a significant means of 

persuas10n. 

Analogy has at least three functions in communication. One is to promote 

understanding by making the complex simple, the abstract concrete, and the unfamiliar' 

familiar. Analogy can explain the unknown and the abstract through the familiar and the 

tangible, and thereby can help the person to grasp the issue properly. The Chinese use 

this explanatory power of analogy also as the first step toward successful persuasion. 

They rely on analogies to make the person to be persuaded understand both the matter at 

issue and the argument. 

Another function of analogy is to "allow people to express thoughts indirectly" 

(Holyoak & Thagard 1995, 7). Analogy allows people to present opinions about a matter 

without actually mentioning the matter itself in cases where direct communication would 

either break a rule or cause embarrassment. This function of analogy is especially 

applicable in Chinese culture. The Chinese live in a very structured society where people 

are expected to show respect for their superiors and elders and strive for harmony. 

Consequently, people frequently find themselves in situations where it is either dangerous 

or inappropriate to conduct direct persuasion. They then resort to analogy to present their 

arguments indirectly. 

A third function of analogy is to help decision-making in situations where "one 

knows little about the probabilities or utilities of various possible outcomes or one simply 

has no idea what possible actions are open" (Holyoak & Thagard 1995, 139). In such 

cases, similar past situations and decisions can suggest possible actions to take and 
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forecast potential effects of the actions. Because the Chinese have a great respect for 

history, they use this function of analogy not only to help decision-making, but to help 

persuasion. For them, analogy in the form of historical examples often has the power of 

authority, and they often use such analogies to strengthen their arguments. 

Using analogies for explanation requires the ability to think in a concrete, 

relational way. And the typical thinking mode of the Chinese is holistic and relational. 

Using analogy for the other two functions is more culture-specific. Chinese culture 

emphasizes, more than most Western cultures, certain values that make the use of 

analogy especially appealing. 

The Chinese have been aware of these functions of analogy since ancient times. 

The ancient Chinese philosophers not only used analogies but were very aware of the 

significance of their use, as we can see in the following story from the third century B.C.: 

Someone said to the King of Liang, "Hui Tzu is very good at using 

analogies when putting forth his views. If your Majesty could stop him 

from using analogies he will be at a loss what to say." 

The King said, "Very well. I will do that." 

The following day when he received Hui Tzu the King said to him, 

"If you have anything to say, I wish you would say it plainly and not 

resort to analogies." 

Hui Tzu said, "Suppose there is a man here who does not know 

what a tan is, and you say to him, 'A tan is like a tan,' would he 

understand?" 

The King said, "No." 

"Then were you to say to him, 'A tan is like a bow, but has a strip 

of bamboo in place of the string,' would he understand?" 
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The King said, "Yes. He would." 

Hui Tzu said, "A man who explains necessarily makes intelligible 

that which is not known by comparing it with what is known. Now your 

Majesty says, 'Do not use analogies.' This would make the task 

impossible." 

The king agreed. [Quoted by D. C. Lao in appendix to Mencius 

(1970), 262] 

In this story, Hui Tzu not only persuaded the king to let him use analogies with an 

analogy (the example about one explaining something strange to another), but explained 

the value of analogy with analogies (the example about describing tan). 

Influence of Relational and Holistic Thinking 

The fact that the Chinese think in a relational and holistic way may be the most 

important factor that contributes to the Chinese's heavy reliance on analogy in 

persuasion. To think analogically requires the ability to recognize the similarities 

between things, their underlying structures or inherent patterns. Relational and holistic 

thinking enhances this ability. 

As I have discussed in the previous chapter, the Chinese always regard things as 

an organic whole and pay great attention to the relationships of the things that make up 

the whole. This thinking habit makes them especially sensitive to the similarities and 

dissimilarities of things, and thereby, apt at associating one thing with another. 

The relational and holistic thinking habit also means that the Chinese tend to think 

in a concrete, instead of abstract, way. The fact that the Chinese develop the more 

87 



concrete ideographs as their written script, not the more abstract alphabets, is a good 

demonstration of this point. Analogical thinking is concrete thinking, as it allows 

thinking in terms of actual similar events or cases. In fact, heavy use of analogies is one 

of the manifestations of relational and holistic thinking. 

Contribution of Cultural Values 

Typical Chinese cultural values such as emphasis on history and pursuit of 

harmony have great influence on the way the Chinese interact with one another. Heavy 

use of analogy in persuasion is also a product of such values. 

Emphasis on History 

Of the various analogical devices used in persuasion, the Chinese have a special 

preference for examples. Reasoning by examples argues from the similarity of similar 

things, while reasoning by analogies argues from the similarity of dissimilar things 

(Corbett 1971). The examples the Chinese use are mainly historical examples or events 

that actually occurred in the past. Moreover, for them, reasoning by historical examples 

is frequently combined with an appeal to authority. This characteristic has to do with the 

Chinese's emphasis on history. 

For the Chinese, one event that has actually occurred or that can be observed is 

worth more than a thousand eloquent words. The functions or results of one or more past 

events is applicable to a current event, and the current event will turn out the same way as 

the similar past event did. The Chinese believe that underlying all the varied and colorful 
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phenomena of life are the same universal principles; hence, history tends to repeat itself. 

Such beliefs explain why Chinese civilization focused so much on history. 

In fact, the Chinese emphasis on history and the resulting preference of historical 

examples are a natural product of their relational and holistic thinking. The Chinese 

regard history as a whole. They compare history to a river of life that embodies the past, 

the present, and the future. All events in this whole are interrelated, and they follow the 

same universal principles. One event or a series of events cause(s) another event. This 

type of causal relationship directly determines the development of things. Things are also 

related by their similarity in an analogical way. Similar events cause similar results. 

Thus, analogical relationships also determine the development of things, although 

indirectly. 

Because things are all determined in some way by past events, and thereby cause, 

in a sense, is more important than effect, past events weigh more heavily than future ones 

that are only products of earlier events. Besides, because past events are complete, 

whereas present ones are not, causal relationships of past events can be identified, 

whereas those of the present are difficult to recognize. Therefore, one can learn from past 

events and apply the lessons of the past to the present and future. 

Consequently, history for the Chinese is also a mirror. As the well-known 

statement by King Li Shiming of the Tang Dynasty ( 618-907) shows, "Using bronze as a 

mirror, one dresses properly; using people as a mirror, one acts correctly; using history as 

a mirror, one knows the rise and decline of dynasties." This wise statement itself is a 

good example of persuasion by analogy based on relational thinking. 
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For the same reason, Chinese culture values the historical accumulation of 

guiding literature. "Good guiding words are a precious resource, and the culture 

accumulates guiding knowledge as a capital investment and a cultural inheritance" 

(Hansen 1992, 32). Almost every dynasty produced innumerable historical documents, 

from the historical records of a kingdom made by court historians and other non-official 

individuals, to those of a province, a town, made by lesser official historians and others, 

and to genealogies of clans and families. History provides the Chinese with abundant 

examples and analogies to use for persuasive purposes. 

It is because of this emphasis on history that most examples the Chinese use for 

persuasive purposes are historical examples, especially when they attempt to persuade 

people to make a certain decision or to adopt a certain course of action. For the same 

reason, the power of example is frequently combined with an appeal to authority. This 

combination means that the number of examples used in persuasion is not very important 

for the force of persuasion. What counts is the truthfulness or authority of the example 

itself. This characteristic use of examples is different from the Aristotelian example or 

induction, where a large number of specific examples is necessary to draw a persuasive 

generalization from. 

Pursuit of Harmony 

The Chinese regard harmony as the ultimate goal for all aspects of their culture 

(Bucknall 1994). This general pursuit of harmony is another cultural value that 

contributes to the Chinese's frequent resort to analogy in persuasion. 
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Pursuit of harmony is deeply rooted in Confucianism, which teaches that social 

harmony is achieved by every person recognizing and maintaining his or her position in 

society. The young and inferior should show respect for the elder and superior by 

obedience. Equals should also show respect for each other by being modest and trying 

not to embarrass others and themselves by appearing too assertive or aggressive. Any 

direct confrontation should be avoided. After thousands of years of practice, this cultural 

value has generated in the Chinese such characteristics as extreme caution, submission, 

conciliation, and indirectness (Chen 1993). Of these characteristics, caution and 

indirectness are displayed largely in the use of analogies. 

These characteristics also mean that the Chinese are usually very sensitive to their 

"face," or the apparent respect other people show for them. An extremely important 

element in Chinese culture, one's "face" can be earned, maintained, saved, and lost. 

Persuasion will hardly be successful if somehow the person to be persuaded feels that he 

or she has been made to lose "face," as this feeling often comes hand in hand with 

resentment. 

With its function to allow indirect communication, analogy naturally becomes a 

frequent means the Chinese use to evade confrontation and to avoid causing others to lose 

"face." In this sense, analogy also helps to maintain "harmony" in the society. 

Confucian and Taoist Heritage 

The influence of the Confucian and Taoist heritage upon every aspect of Chinese 

culture cannot be over emphasized. As generations of the Chinese study the writings of 
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the masters, they inherit not only their thinking styles but also their writing styles. 

Neither Confucianism nor Taoism use abstract logical reasoning when presenting their 

arguments. Instead, they both depend heavily on analogies. The reason underlying this 

phenomenon lies both in the fundamental thinking mode of the culture and the historical 

circumstances of the time. 

This section briefly outlines how historical circumstances led Confucian and 

Taoist thinkers to present their thoughts mainly by means of analogy. It also provides 

further insight to the origin and importance of the cultural values discussed in the 

previous section. Understanding the persuasive styles of Confucian and Taoist writing, 

the most influential works in Chinese culture, will help the cross-cultural technical 

communicator to understand better the distinctive feature of Chinese persuasion. 

As I have mentioned in the previous chapter, Confucianism and Taoism are two 

complementary doctrines. One is an ethical and political system for the conduct of public 

and family life, and the other is a philosophy for the spiritual nourishment of the 

individual [Waley(b) 1939]. Both were developed to address the same problem: how are 

people to live in a world dominated by chaos and suffering? However, the proposals they 

put forward to solve the problem are entirely different. Confucianism bases the answer 

on a common-sense approach, seeking for concrete social, political, and ethical reforms. 

The Taoist solution, on the other hand, verges on mysticism and it says: free yourself 

from the world. 

Yet, these two different approaches to the same problem resort to the same means 

of persuasion, that is, analogy. Only Confucianism mainly uses examples, especially 
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historical ones, whereas Taoism turns most frequently to analogies, fables, myths, and 

metaphors. 

Historical Background 

In Chinese history, the late Chou dynasty (519-246 B. C) was a time of chaos with 

no respect for the Ritual of the Chou, the etiquette and ceremonies of the Chou dynasty. 

(Jian 1983). The princes of the states did not obey the king of the kingdom, King Chou. 

The wealth and land they possessed far exceeded that of King Chou. Consequently, they 

demanded more power and fought each other incessantly for it. Similarly, in many states, 

powerful lords were attempting to control their princes, and they fought each other for 

power and wealth. Moreover, within some big aristocratic families, vassals became 

increasingly rich and powerful and sought to control, even replace, their masters 

(Latourette 1946). In a word, this was a time of great disorder. 

The frequent fights and changes of power caused great instability of the society, 

and most people felt extremely insecure. Thinkers like Confucius and Laotse were 

sensitive to all those changes and the resulting sufferings of the people. They attempted 

to save the people by curing the diseases of the troubled time. Because the wretched 

reality did not afford them much hope for a beautiful future, they did not base their 

political ideal upon the reality (Jian 1983). Instead, they criticized the reality and 

attempted to build the future on the bases of the past. 

93 



Confucian Approach 

Confucius, the author of The Spring and Autumn Annals, concluded, after 

examining the history, that the woes and disorder of the reality were due to the breakup of 

the Ritual of the Chou. The Ritual of the Chou is a set of prescriptions about the rituals, 

ceremonies, and general etiquette and behavior for people of all levels to follow. The 

issues it addresses range from proper names, clothing, and color to the type of carriages 

and size of houses (Jian 1984). To a certain degree, the Ritual had the function oflaw; 

those who broke the Ritual were punished. Therefore, the Ritual of the Chou had helped 

to make the society orderly. People of all levels, the King, the princes, the lords, the 

vassals, the warriors, and the common people, did what they were supposed to do. This 

situation presented a sharp contrast with the disordered, chaotic reality that Confucius 

lived in. 

Consequently, Confucius believed that only by returning to the methods of the 

great sage-rulers of antiquity and restoring the well-stratified order according to the 

Ritual of the Chou could the problems of the reality be solved (Latourette 1946). He 

traveled from state to state with a group of his disciples, hoping the rulers would adopt 

his principles of government. Thus, given the dominant influence Confucianism has had 

upon Chinese culture, Confucius could be credited as the one who, among other things, 

started the significant Chinese tradition of holding great respect for the authority of 

antiquity and being extremely history-conscious. 

When Mencius came along more than a hundred years later, the situation was not 

in the least improved. The Chou dynasty had been replaced by seven powerful 
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independent states that had resolved their internal fights and each established monarchy. 

The seven states incessantly fought with one another, each wanting to be the one to unify 

the kingdom and become the emperor (Jian 1984). The endless wars brought people 

tremendous suffering, and the people also hoped unification would be soon realized to put 

an end to this warring state. But how to realize it? What strategies should a ruler take to 

unify the kingdom? Such topics became the center of the scholarly interest, and around 

them there arose a large number of thinkers and schools. They traveled around, seeking 

to persuade the rulers to adopt their views and strategies (Jian 1984). Mencius was one of 

them. 

Understandably, Mencius did not mention restoring the Ritual of the Chou any 

more. However, still following the approach of Confucius, he held up the sage-kings of 

the past, the Kings of Wen and Wu of the Chou dynasty, and the still earlier figures, Yao, 

Shun, and Yu, as models for the present rulers to follow. Like Confucius, he taught that 

government should not be by brute force but by the good example of the rulers 

(Latourette 1946). Little wonder that his persuasive argument was so frequently 

strengthened with historical examples, as we will see later in the example analysis 

section. 

Use of historical examples in persuasion soon became prevalent among the many 

scholars traveling from state to state, seeking to induce the rulers to employ them to carry 

out their views of government. These scholars realized that there would finally be a 

unified empire. However, each built up his own image of the would-be great emperor 

and then ascribed the qualities to some historical figures, thus creating many new stories 
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for these historical figures (Jian 1984). Then, they used these figures as models to 

persuade their rulers. 

Taoist Approach 

Although faced with the same problem, Taoist thinkers prescribed a different 

solution. They opposed the approach of Confucianism, with its elaborate ritual, its 

carefully reasoned codes of ethics, and its earnest cultivation of character (Latourette 

1946). Laotse, Confucius's contemporary, held that the woes and sorrows of the reality 

were produced by humari behavior itself. Humans deviated from the laws of nature to 

establish the standards of right and wrong, good and bad, beautiful and ugly. Thus, fame 

and wealth became objects of envy. Yet only few people could get them, hence resulting 

in competitions and fights. Competitions and fights in turn caused the sorrows of the 

reality. 

Laotse believed that people of antiquity followed the laws of nature, instead of 

human will. Therefore, they were able to live simple and happy lives. Humans must 

discard those artificial classifications and standards and live according to the laws of 

nature. Only then could they be free from suffering. 

Similarly, Chuang Tzu, who was Mencius's contemporary, rejected all 

conventional values. In his eyes, "man is the author of his own suffering and bondage, 

and all his fears spring from the web of values created by himself alone" (Watson 1968, 

4). Because his ideas were so different from conventional ones, hence maybe difficult for 

people to understand and accept, Chuang Tzu turned most frequently to analogy to 
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present his ideas. His writing was, thus, a collection of analogies, metaphors, similes, 

anecdotes, myths, fables, and examples. Generally, all Taoist works are full of colorful 

images. A good demonstration of this point is the fact that there are simple pictorial 

versions of the works ofLaotse and Chuang Tzu, outlining the basic Taoist thoughts. 

Examples of Chinese Persuasion Using Analogy 

In this section, I will examine a few typical examples of Chinese persuasion. 

These examples are all model persuasions taken from different types of anthologies of 

masterpieces or high school textbooks. They also represent several persuasive situations, 

including interactive argumentation, persuasive presentation, persuasion in solicited 

situations, and persuasion in unsolicited situations. They all rely highly, if not solely, on 

the power of analogy. The last part of the section discusses an example of modem 

Chinese technical writing. 

Interactive Argumentation 

In Chinese history, Mencius is well-known for his eloquence. He spent a great 

deal of his life time traveling around, arguing with various philosophical opponents and 

persuading state kings to adopt his principles of government. Consequently, he provides 

us with the best example of interactive argumentation based on analogies. 

As the most significant representative of Confucianism besides Confucius, 

Mencius shared Confucius's belief that people are inherently inclined to be good, and he 

engaged in an argument with a philosopher named Kao Tzu, who maintained that people 
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were inherently neither good nor bad. The argument unfolds around two rich analogies, 

I 

the first of which is intended to show that righteousness can be imposed on people, but 

only unnaturally: 

Kao Tzu said, "Human nature is like the ch 'i willow, and 

righteousness is like cups or bowls. The fashioning benevolence and 

righteousness out of human nature is like making cups and bowls from the 

ch'i willow." (Legge[b] 1960, 394) 

What Kao Tzu implies is that human nature can take on qualities other than 

righteousness, just as things other than cups or bowls can be made out of the willow. 

Mencius counter-argues by rejecting Kao Tzu's analogy as inappropriate: 

"Can you," said Mencius, "leaving untouched the nature of the 

willow, make with it cups and bowls? You must do violence and injury to 

the willow, before you can make cups and bowls with it. If you must do 

violence and injury to the willow in order to make cups and bowls with it, 

you must in the same way do violence and injury to a man in order to 

make him benevolent and righteous. Your words, alas! would certainly 

lead all men on to reckon benevolence and righteousness to be calamities." 

(Legge[b] 1960, 395) 

Here Mencius rejects Kao Tzu' s analogy on the grounds that, unlike making cups and 

bowls out of the willow, moral education does not injure a person. If the analogy is 

inappropriate, so is the argument. 

A second analogy, however, is turned by Mencius to his own advantage: 

Kao Tzu said, "Man's nature is like whirling water. Open a passage for it 

to the east, and it will flow to the east; open a passage for it to the west, 
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and it will flow to the west, Man's nature is indifferent to good and evil, 
I 

just as the water is indifferqnt to the east and west." 
' I 

Mencius replied, "Water indeed will flow indifferently to the east 

or west, but will it flow indifferently up or down? The tendency of man's 

nature to good is like the tendency of water to flow downwards. There are 

none but have this tendency to good, just as all water flows downwards. 

Now, by striking water and causing it to leap up, you may make it 

go over your forehead, and by damming and leading it, you may force it 

up a hill; --but are such movements according to the nature of water? It is 

the force applied which causes them. When men are made to do what is 

not good, their nature is dealt with in this way." (Legge[b] 1960, 396) 

Mencius argues that the inclination of human nature for good is like water's inclination 

for lower ground, and he enriches the analogy by comparing people becoming bad to 

water being forced upward against its nature. Just as splashing water causes it to go 

against its nature, so circumstances can cause humans to go against their nature. 

The topic of this argument is of a very abstract nature, but the use of analogies 

makes the arguments concrete and vivid, hence easier to understand. However, the 

significance of the analogies in this argument is more than just making the arguments 

easier to understand. 'Here the analogies do not function as comprehension aids only. 

They are the carrier of the argument; their appropriateness largely determines the strength 

of the argument itself. Therefore, Mencius argues back by targeting the analogies, either 

rejecting them or turning them to his own advantage. Regardless of how plausible one 

finds the reasoning, the fact that the serious argument unfolds around two analogies 

shows how important analogy is in ancient Chinese persuasion. 
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Cross-cultural technical communiqators may come across such analogical 

argument in their interactions with the Chµiese. Pointing out that such reasoning is not 

logical is undoubtedly not as effective as trying to understand and counter-argue by 

targeting the appropriateness of the analogies used, as Mencius did in this example. 

Persuasive Presentation 

In persuasive presentations, the person is expounding his opinions in a convincing 

way. A majority of Chuang Tzu's writing belongs to this category, and Chuang Tzu 

mainly uses analogies to expound his philosophical ideas, as we will see in the following 
I 

three examples. 

As I have mentioned in the previo1,1s chapter, Chuang Tzu believed that all things 

in the universe come from Tao and are governed by Tao. For him, human values about 

things are frequently against Tao, because people often judge things according to their 

subjective beliefs, instead of following Tao. For example, people tend to praise and love 

life but fear and hate death, whereas life and death are only different forms of life. 

Because Chuang Tzu knew the human obsession about the topic of death, he chose this 

typical topic to expound his views about human beings and Tao. 

Chuang Tzu starts with questioning the common belief about wonderful life and 

fearful death, on the grounds that if we do not know what death is like, we cannot 

compare it negatively with life. Maybe death is more wonderful than life. He uses an 

analogy to vividly describe the relation of man's feeling about death and the possible real 

death. 
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How do I know that loving life is not a delusion? How do I know that in 

hating death I am not like a man who, having left home in his youth, has 

forgotten the way back? (Watson 1968, 47) 

Here, Chuang Tzu compares death to one's home. One's life is just like a wander away 

from one's home. Because no one has ever returned from death to prove, or disprove, 

this idea, it becomes a great possibility to be entertained. 

Then, Chuang Tzu presents a historical story that again works analogically to give 

an even more concrete idea of the relationship between man's feelings about death and 

the possible real death. 

Lady Li was the daughter of the border guard of Ai 6. When she was first 

taken captive and brought to the state of Chin, she wept until her tears 

drenched the collar of her robe. But later, when she went to live in the 

palace of the ruler, shared his couch with him, and ate the delicious meats 

of his table, she wondered why she had ever wept. How do I know that 

the dead do not wonder why they ever longed for life? 

(Watson 1968, 47) 

While the previous analogy is based on a possibility, this second one is based on a 

historical example, which lends support to his argument. Thus, Chuang Tzu uses two 

analogies to present the idea that man's fear, even hatred of death is wrong as it may be 

entirely unnecessary. What is implied is the philosophical idea that many human beliefs 

are wrong in a similar way. In this sense, this whole passage, with its reasoning built 

6 She was taken captive by Duke Hsien of Chin in 671 B.C., and later became his consort. (Watson, 47). 
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around two analogies, is one analogy expounding his position that many human beliefs, 

because they are against Tao, are absurd and wrong. 

What is following Tao? Why is it important to follow Tao? What would happen 

if humans do not follow Tao? What is "non-action"? These are the questions Chuang 

Tzu foresaw, and he answered them in most parts of his writing by means of various 

kinds of analogies. For example, the following passage uses a fable: 

The emperor of the South Sea was called Shu [Brief], the emperor 

of the North Sea was called Hu [Sudden], and the emperor of the central 

region was called Hun-tun [Chaos]. Shu and Hu from time to time came 

together for a meeting in the territory of Hun-tun, and Hun-tun treated 

them very generously. Shu and Hu discussed how they could repay his 

kindness. "All men," they said, "have seven openings so they can see, 

hear, eat, and breathe. But Hun-tun alone doesn't have any. Let's try 

boring him some!" 

Every day they bored another hole, and on the seventh day Hun-tun 

died. (Watson 1968, 97) 

Here, Chuang Tzu does not provide any explanation but lets the story tell the meaning 

entirely on its own. Of course, like all other fables, the implication or lesson is fairly 

obvious. Hun-tun, unlike men, does not have any holes, which is in accordance to nature, 

or Tao. Ignoring the power of Tao, even working against it by adding holes to Hun-tun 

only does damage to Hun-tun. That is why people should practice "non-action," which is 

following Tao and acting in accordance to Tao. Only then can they enjoy perfect 

happiness. 
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In this instance, the persuasive power of the analogy lies in the concrete image 

that works directly on the senses or the int,uition of men. Hun-tun died because of the 

seven un-needed holes that are forced upon him, even though out of kindness, which is 

even more tragic. Logical reasoning may come in later, after the implication has been 

felt, perhaps vaguely as yet, and accepted. 

Chuang Tzu' s writing is full of such analogies, and in time these analogies, along 

with many historical stories and traditional thoughts, have been made into succinct 

idioms. Chinese idioms are an important part of Chinese culture (Ma 1993). There has 

always been a special Chinese dictionary of idioms. These idioms are not only an 

important part of the Chinese vocabulary, but also a rich resource of authoritative 

analogies of persuasion for generations of the Chinese people. 

Besides fables, myths, and the like, Chuang Tzu also took analogies from real-life 

situations, both historical and contemporary. The passage in which he expounded his 

view on the wise sages is a good example. 

Chuang Tzu starts with describing a common, real-life situation. People usually 

guard against thieves by locking up their valuables in boxes. He observes, "This the 

ordinary world calls wisdom" (Watson 1968, 107). But what if a thief comes and 

carries the boxes off? "In that case," Chuang Tzu says, "the man who earlier was called 

wise was in fact only piling up goods for the benefit of a great thief' (Watson 1968, 107). 

With this story, Chuang Tzu has set forth his argument in an analogical way: the so­

called wise men actually benefit big thieves. 

In the following paragraph, Chuang Tzu brings out his argument in clear words: 
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What the ordinary world calls a wise man is in fact someone who piles 

things up for the benefit of a great thief, is he not? And what it calls a 

sage is in fact someone who stands guard for the benefit of a great thief, is 

he not? (Watson 1968, 108) 

He then proceeds to support his argument with a historical example: "How do I 

know this is so? In times past there was the state Ch'i, ... " (Watson 1968, 108). He tells 

how the state Ch' i had been a good, prosperous state governed according to the laws of 

the sages, where people worked hard and lived in peace with one another. Then, a 

viscount named T'en Ch'eng murdered the ruler of Ch'i and stole the state. However, 

this big thief not only stole the state, but also stole the laws which the wisdom of the 

sages had devised. Thus, although everyone knew that Viscount T'en Ch'eng was a thief 

and murderer, T'en Ch'eng was feared by small and larger states alike, and he was able to 

enjoy the rule of the state in peace. In this way, his family held possession of the state of 

Ch'i for as long as twelve generations. 

Finally, Chuang Tzu concludes this story and his argument with a rhetorical 

question. The rhetorical question asserts forcefully that what happened to the state of 

Ch'i is a very good example of the sages's wisdom actually benefiting big thieves. 

Westerners familiar with the Aristotelian inductive reasoning might be greatly 

surprised by Chuang Tzu's way of supporting his argument. In inductive reasoning, one 

historical example is far too insufficient to prove a case. However, for Chuang Tzu and 

the Chinese people who are used to this kind of analogical reasoning, such argument is 

fairly convincing. First of all, the analogy is very appropriate. The case of the wise man 
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actually helping the thief by locking up the valuables in boxes has close similarity to the 

case of the wise sages actually helping the big thief by devising wisdom. 

Second, the historical example itself has persuasive authority. The fact that it 

actually happened in history carries weight. As I have mentioned in the subsection, 

Emphasis on History, the Chinese usually believe that what happened before would most 

likely happen again, and again. It is actually a common saying that any event would 

repeat three times, with three representing many in Chinese culture. 

The lesson for cross-cultural technical communicators is that they may also focus 

on just one good analogy to persuade their Chinese readers, especially one based on a 

historical example well-known to these readers. 

Persuasion in Unsolicited Situations 

Persuasion in unsolicited situations refers to cases where one puts forward a 

proposal that is not requested because, inmost cases, the problem one proposes to solve 

is not yet recognized. In modem technical communication, such proposals are written 

without the usual request for proposals (RFPs ). The proposal writer takes the initiative to 

identify a problem and convince the reader of the existence of the problem, and further, 

persuade the reader to adopt the proposed solution as the best to solve the problem. In 

ancient China, many such proposals were made to a state king regarding the government 

of the state, often by courtiers or traveling scholars seeking royal employment. While the 

subject of such proposals may be different from those belonging to modem technical 

communication, the persuasive means used can be revealing. As we will see in the 

105 



following two examples, the Chinese still resort to analogy as their major means of 

presenting the proposal. 

The two examples I discuss here are both recorded in an ancient historical work 

entitled as Strategies of the Warring States. "Warring States" is the name given to the 

fourth and third centuries B.C., the late years of the Chou brought to an end by the 

unification of China by the First Emperor (of Ch'in) in 221 B.C. The Strategies draw 

historical persons and events from this period, but are concerned less with the narration of 

history than with "supplying instances of rhetoric and guile in the service of statecraft" 

(Birch 1965, 30). The two persuasive passages I will look at here are highly 

characteristic of the work as a whole, and they are standard pieces in anthologies of 

Chinese literature. 

The first example is a speech made by a traveling scholar named Yin-hou to the 

king of Ch'in, concerning the dangerous expansion of power of some important people in 

the state other than the king himself. Because the king did not appear to be aware of the 

problem, Ying-hou needs not only to call his attention to this problem and its danger, but 

to do it in a way that would not displease the king. So he starts with an analogy. He first 

tells the king a story: 

Your majesty has doubtless heard about the Spirit of the Grove in the 

country of Hanker?" Ying-hou asked King Chao of Ch'in. "There lived 

in Hanker an extremely rash youth who got the Sacred Grove to gamble 

with him. 'Ifl beat you,' said the boy, 'you must lend me your genie for 

three days. If I lose, you may do as you please with me.' So saying, he 

cast the dice for the Grove with his left hand and for himself with his right. 

The Grove lost and lent the boy his genie for three days. But when the 
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Grove went back to get his Spirit, he was turned away. Five days later the 

Grove began to rot and in seven it had died. (Birch 1967, 39) 

This is both an interesting and tragic story. The Spirit of the Grove unwisely lends out 

the thing that is most vital to it, which costs its own life. When the king's interest is 

aroused and he begins to lend him a willing ear, Yin-hou clearly states the theme of his 

speech: 

The country of Ch'in is your majesty's Grove and power is its genie: is it 

not a course fraught with danger to lend it to others? (Birch 1967, 39) 

This statement is shocking to the king, but without further explaining how this story 

applies to the king, Yin-hou uses another analogy to indicate the seriousness of the 

problem the king is having: 

Now I have never heard of a finger being greater than an arm nor of an 

arm being greater than a leg, but if such should exist it could only indicate 

a serious disease! (Birch 1967, 40) 

Here, the analogical target is only implied. Yet the seriousness of the problem the king is 

having is brought out vividly by the truth of the analogical source. 

Then, Yin-hou goes on to describe the serious situation the state is in and how this 

serious situation will harm the state and the king. Still he precedes each of his points 

with an analogy. He first talks about the danger of the current situation to the country. 

He compares the country in its current situation to a gourd that many are using to dip 

water, hence can be easily broken: 
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A hundred men scrambling to fetch a gourd by cart will accomplish less 

than one man holding it in his hand and walking purposefully. For if the 

hundred actually managed to get it aboard their wagon you may be quite 

sure that the gourd would be split asunder when it arrived. Today the 

country of Ch'in is used by Lord Hua-yang, by Jang-hou, by the Queen 

Mother and by your majesty. If it is not to become a gourd with which 

any may dip his water this should stop. For you may be quite sure that 

when a country does become a gourd for all to dip with, it too will be split 

asunder. (Birch 1967, 40) 

Then Yin-hou goes on to caution the king about the danger to his kingship. He 

uses a proverb that includes a set of analogies: 

I have heard it said, 'when the fruit is heavy the bough is strained, 

when the bough is strained the trunk is harmed; when a capital is great it 

endangers the state, when a minister is strong he menaces his king.' Yet 

in your city today every man worth more than a peck of grain is the 

minister's man--this includes your majesty's lieutenants, chancellors, and 

even personal attendants. Even in times of peace this should not happen, 

but should there ever be trouble, then I would certainly witness a king 

standing all alone in his own court. (Birch 1967, 40) 

Yin-hou proceeds to express his fear that if this situation is not changed, the future kings 

of the state of Ch'in will no longer be the king's descendants. By now, the seriousness 

and danger of the situation is clear enough. However, Yin-hou does not stop here. 

Instead, he goes one step further to strengthen his argument with the authority of the past. 

He clearly reminds the king what he should do by setting up historical examples for the 

king to follow: 

108 



Your servant has heard that the awesome presence of great rulers in the 

past held their ministers in ~heck at home and spread their control abroad 

over the land. Their government was neither troubled nor seditious and 

their deputies trod a straight path, fearing to do otherwise. (Birch 1967, 

40) 

After further description of the current situation, which is the utter opposite to that under 

the past great rulers, Yin-hou concludes with: 

Surely what used to be called 'the road to danger and destruction for state 

and ruler' begins here. (Birch 1967, 40) 

Thus, Yin-hou uses a series of analogies to convince the king of the danger of the 

current situation of the state. He points out clearly that to safeguard the kingship and 

maintain the stability of the state, the king should follow the model of past rulers and 

keep his lords and ministers under check. Otherwise, the country would be split apart as 

the gourd; the king himself would be harmed as the bough and trunk with heavy fruit, 

even met an untimely death as the Spirit of the Grove. The series of concrete images and 

their implications immediately work on both the senses and mind of the listener, and they 

have such an overwhelming effect that it would take a sage to be unperturbed. For a king 

who is usually watchful of his throne, they are more than convincing. 

In this example, Yin-hou focuses on making the king aware of the problem. He 

argues that if the king continues to let his power to be abused by others, both his throne 

and his kingdom will be in danger. He also suggests a solution to ,the problem, which is 

to follow the model of the past sage rulers and keep the kingdom under his own control. 

Yin-hou' s analogies work side by side with his argument for his persuasive purpose. 
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They function to preface and introduce the argument itself in an unsolicited situation. 

They also serve to illustrate and clarify the argument. Finally, they help to strengthen the 

argument with their analogical appropriateness and, in the case of the historical reference, 

with the authority of the past. 

Another typical example of persuasion in an unsolicited situation is somewhat 

different. In this case, analogy functions as a means to present persuasive argument 

indirectly in a situation where direct communication would be punished. This example 

is also from the Strategies of the Warring States, and it has always been included in the 

upper-level high school Chinese textbook. 

The queen of the state Chao had just assumed authority when its powerful 

neighboring state Ch'in suddenly attacked. Chao sought help from its other neighbor, 

Ch'i. Ch'i agreed to send out its soldiers to help Chao, but only on the condition that the 

queen's son, Prince Ch'ang-an, be sent to the court of Ch'i as hostage, which was a 

custom at that time. The queen was unwilling, but her ministers importuned her so 

strongly that she declared, "Whosoever again urges that prince Ch' ang-an be a hostage, I 

will spit in his face!" (Birch 1965, 43). This passage records how Ch'u Che, an elderly 

commander, persuaded the queen by means of analogy. 

When Ch'u Che requested to see the queen, the queen guessed his purpose, but 

granted him her audience, largely out ofrespect for his old age. However, she greeted 

him coldly. 

Ch'u Che first reduced the queen's anger by talking about the topic of health. 

When he entered, he walked very slowly and apologized for his slowness and his long 
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absence from the court on account of his painful feet. He said that it was his own 

discomfort that had caused his concern for the queen's health. Then he asked the queen 

about her health, whether she had a good appetite, etc., and used himself as an example to 

tell the queen how to get a better appetite by walking a short distance each day. By then, 

the queen's color had somewhat subsided. 

Having established a better atmosphere, Ch'u Che started his persuasion. The 

queen, however, was not aware because Ch'u Che took an analogical approach. Ch'u 

Che began by asking the queen to take care of his son after his own death: 

"Your majesty," said the commander after a moment, "I grow old and 

though my son Shu-ch'i is worthless and quite young, I love him greatly 

and beseech your majesty to grant him the black uniform of the palace 

guards that he may win fame by risking his life for you." 

The queen readily granted this unexpected request. However, she could not help her 

curiosity, which gave Ch'u Che the calculated opportunity for persuasion: 

"Does a brave man love and cherish a young son then?" asked the 

queen. 

"More than a woman!" 

The queen laughed. "Ah, a woman is a different thing entirely!" 

"Your majesty," said the commander, "in my ignorance I assumed 

you favored your daughter, the Queen of Yen, over Prince Ch'ang-an." 

"My minister is completely mistaken! Prince Ch'ang-an is dearer 

to me." 
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The queen had unwittingly got into a discussion of something verging on the forbidden 

topic. It is then that Ch'u Che presented his persuasive argument, although still focusing 

on the issue whether the queen loves the son or the daughter more: 

"But when a parent loves his offspring he is ever mindful of 

planning far in advance for the child," replied the commander. "When 

your majesty parted from your daughter you clasped her feet and wept-­

wept for the distance that would separate you, and it saddened us. Nor did 

your majesty forget her when she had left, you thought of her at the time 

of sacrifice and prayed for her. Yet, this prayer was always, 'let her not 

return!' was this not because your majesty was thinking far in the future 

for her child? ... praying that her sons and grandsons would succeed each 

other as kings?" 

The queen agreed, upon which, Ch'u Che called her attention to the historical fact 

that in the state of Chao, and in other states, only few sons and grandsons had succeeded 

a king to his throne. He went on to give the reason: 

"This is why it is said, 'an error of the present strikes the living, an error 

for the future strikes sons and grandsons,' "said the commander. 

"Certainly it is not that among rulers of men sons and grandsons must be 

bad! Is it not rather that high position is given where no merit exists; that 

favored treatment is won with no effort, and much wealth has come too 

easily to hand?" 

By this time, the queen must have realized what Ch'u Che was driving at after all, 

but because the latter's argument was so reasonable and convincing that she was no 

longer unwilling to listen. Thus, Ch'u Che became more direct: 
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"Your majesty has raised Prince Ch' ang-an to high position, 

favored him with the richest lands and given him much wealth, but you do 

not order him in this present instance to show mettle for his country. 

When a.newroyal tomb is raised, what reasons will Prince Ch'ang-an 

have had to devote himself to Chao? This, your majesty, is why your 

minister assumed that you favored your daughter, the Queen of Yen, since 

your hopes for her were oflonger range." 

By now, although Ch'u Che said that all he was trying to prove is that the queen favored 

the daughter more than the son, the queen knew well what his ultimate purpose was. So 

she said, 

"Let it be done as my minister wishes." 

Here, the whole argument is rested on the analogy between Ch'u Che's care for 

his children and the children of the queen. Ch'u Che's care for his son also functions as a 

live example. The argument is further supported by another two analogies, the 

comparison of the queen's treatment of the daughter and the son and a historical fact. 

These analogies enabled Ch'u Che to make persuasive arguments without directly 

mentioning the topic, which was forbidden in this particular case. 

Cross-cultural technical communicators need to know that indirectness is one of 

the important characteristics of Chinese communication, largely because the Chinese are 

very sensitive about "face," both the "face" of others and the "face" of their own. They 

tend to dislike being reminded of their problems, especially problems they themselves are 

not aware of. In such cases, the best approach is to follow what the Chinese usually do in 
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similar cases: use an analogy to make the case indirectly, as Ch'u Che did in this 

example, at least, at the beginning of the business. 

Persuasion in Solicited Situations 

Persuasion in solicited situations occur when people are sought for answers to 

questions or solutions to problems. They still need to convince others that theirs are the 

most appropriate answers or the best solutions. As in other cases of persuasion, the 

Chinese also use analogy as the major persuasive method. The example I analyze here is 

from Mencius, the work that records the master's speeches and activities. 

King Hsuan of the state Chi (319-301 B.C.), being proud of a fairly good 

economic condition in his state, aspired to conquer other states with military power so as 

to unify the kingdom and become its emperor. He sought advice from Mencius, who at 

the time was serving as the king's minister. Mencius advocated being a true king, loving 

and protecting the people, not resorting to military power, as the right course of action to 

achieve supremacy. 

Mencius makes clear his position at the very beginning of the discourse: 

The king said, 'What virtue must there be in order to attain to royal sway?' 

Mencius answered, 'The love and protection of the people; with this there 

is no power which can prevent a ruler from attaining to it.' (Legge [b] 

1960, 138) 

However, King Hsuan wonders whether he can become such a king. Mencius uses a 

series of analogies to convince the king that he can and that is what he should do. 
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Mencius first uses an analogy of an ox. He reminds the king that he once ordered 

his men to release an ox and replace it with a sheep for the consecration of a bell because 

he could not bear the frightened appearance of the ox. Mencius tells the king: 

'The heart seen in this is sufficient to carry you to the royal sway. The 

people all supposed that your Majesty grudged the animal, but your 

servant knows surely, that it was your Majesty's not being able to bear the 

sight, which made you do as you did.' (Legge [b] 1960, 139) 

Thus, by reminding the king of his pity for the frightened ox, Mencius endeavors to 

arouse, in an analogical way, the king's sympathy and love for all living beings. The 

analogy also puts the king in a better emotional disposition for Mencius's address, as is 

shown in the following passage: 

'Your conduct was an artifice of benevolence. You saw the ox, 

and had not seen the sheep. So is the superior man affected toward 

animals, that, having seen them alive, he cannot bear to see them die; 

having heard their dying cries, he cannot bear to eat their flesh.' 

The king was pleased. (Legge [b] 1960, 141) 

When King Hsuan asks Mencius what his pity for the ox in sacrifice has to do 

with the royal sway, Mencius does not answer the question directly. Instead, he gives 

two more analogies to explain the first one: 

'Suppose a man were to make this statement to your Majesty: "My 

strength is sufficient to lift three hundred pounds, but it is not sufficient to 

lift one feather; my eyesight is sharp enough to examine the point of an 

autumn hair, but I do not see a wagon-load of faggots," would your 

Majesty allow what he said?' 'No,' was the answer, on which Mencius 
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proceeded, 'Now here is kindness sufficient to reach to animals, and no 

benefits are extended from it to the people. How is this? Is an exception 

to be made here? The truth is, the feather is not lifted, because strength is 

not used; the wagon-load of firewood is not seen, because the eyesight is 

not used; and the people are not loved and protected, because kindness is 

not employed. Therefore your Majesty's not exercising the royal sway, is 

because you would not do it, not because you cannot do it.' (141-142) 

Here, Mencius argues that one who has the strength to lift the heavy weight of three 

hundred pounds would have no difficulty lifting a feather and that one who has the good 

eyesight to see the tip of a hair would see a pile of firewood without effort. Then, 

Mencius indicates that the king's case is analogous to the two instances he mentions 

above. If the king has the loving kindness to protect an animal, he could also exercise the 

same loving kindness to protect his people. Human and animal are alike in the sense that 

both of them are living beings, but human life is more important than the animal's life. 

Mencius seems to imply that if the ox, the lower form oflife, could be so well protected, 

how much better the people ought to be protected. Thus, Mencius further points out to 

the king that, because he has the quality to be a benevolent king, his failure to become 

such a king is because he would not, not because he could not. 

In answering the king's question of how to differ "would not" from "could not," 

Mencius uses two illustrative analogies: 

'In such a thing as taking the T'ai mountain under your arm, and leaping 

over the north sea with it, if you say to people, "I am not able to do it," 

that is a real case of could not. In such a matter as breaking off a branch 
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from a tree at the order of a superior, if you say to people, "I am not able 

to do it," that is a case of would not, it is not a case of could not.' (142) 

According to Mencius, the case of"could not" is a case of impossibility, whereas the case 

of "would not" is a case of unwillingness. Having cited the "could not" and "would not" 

cases, Mencius points out that King Hsuan' s failure to be a true king does not belong to 

the "leaping over the north sea" class, but falls into the "breaking off a branch" category. 

Thus, by means of analogy, Mencius tactfully criticizes the king. 

Having convinced the king that he has the quality to be a true king who loves and 

protects the people, Mencius elaborates on the essence of true kingship. He asserts that, 

in order to be a true king, one should first be a good son, good brother, and good husband 

in his own home. In other words, a king should be a kind and gentle man of moral 

principles. His example will then encourage other people to act accordingly in their own 

homes. When the individual families have learned kindness and courtesy, the whole 

nation will learn them; order and peace will then prevail in the whole country. 

Obviously, Mencius's idea of true kingship is also analogical, and it is based on the 

power of model examples. 

Then, as an authoritative support of his exhortation, Mencius refers to King Wen 

of the Chou dynasty, who is known for his moral character and wisdom. Furthermore, 

Mencius uses another historical example to illuminate King Hsuan' s mind. He tells the 

king that the secret of the success of ancient saints is nothing but their being good at 

extending their moral influence. Then once again, he puts the question to the king: 
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Now your kindness is sufficient to reach to animals, and no benefits are 

extended from it to reach the people. How is this? Is an exception to be 

made here? (144) 

By means of this rhetorical question, Mencius further enlightens the king that, in order to 

attain to royal sway, he should be a true king, extending his mercy and kindness to his 

people fully. 

Having expounded the essence of true kingship, Mencius moves on to help King 

Hsuan review his administrative policies and practices. Still resorting to analogies, 

Mencius explains to the king that war is not a good course of action to help him achieve 

supremacy. 

First, Mencius compares King Hsuan' s military moves to the act of climbing a 

tree to seek for fish. He implies that the two cases are alike in terms of their absurdity. 

He also indicates that, in view of their consequences, the war effort is far more dangerous 

than the fishing effort. 

Second, Mencius points out that Chi's attempt to conquer the other states is 

analogous to Tsou's trying to defeat Chu (Tsou is a minor principality while Chu is a 

major state). Chi's failure is expected because "a small country cannot contend with a 

great one, few cannot contend with many, the weak cannot contend with the strong" 

(146). Therefore, King Hsuan must take the proper course to achieve his goal: 

'Now, if your Majesty will institute a government whose action shall be 

benevolent, this will cause all the officers in the kingdom to wish to stand 

in your Majesty's court, and all the farmers to wish to plough in your 

Majesty's fields, and all the merchants, both traveling and stationary, to 
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wish to store their goods in1your Majesty's market-places, and all traveling 
I 

strangers to wish to make cleir tours on your Majesty's roads, and all 

throughout the kingdom who feel aggrieved by their rulers to wish to 

come and complain to your Majesty. And when they are so bent, who will 

be able to keep them back?' 

Thus, a benevolent leadership is the means to allow the state of Chi to expand its political 

influence and gain prominence among all states. Here, the series of concrete images 

makes Mencius's argument both vivid and forceful. 

Mencius proceeds to show King Hsuan that the basic requirement of a benevolent 

leadership is protecting people. Protecting people involves first, providing them with the 

means of living and, second, instructing them to learn goodness. Mencius makes various 

practical suggestions for meeting people's living and spiritual needs, which include 

planting mulberry trees so that everybody may be clothed with silk, raising stock so that 

everyone may eat meat, and teaching filial piety and fraternal duty in school, and so on. 

He concludes that "It never has been that the ruler of a state where such results were 

seen-the old wearing silk and eating meat, and the common people suffering neither 

from hunger nor cold-did not attain to the royal dignity" (Legge [b] 1960, 149). King 

Hsuan is fully convinced and asks Mencius to assist him as he tries to carry Mencius's 

instructions into effect. 

Thus, throughout this proposal, Mencius uses numerous analogies, either to make 

a point, or to explain difficult concepts, or to reinforce his arguments. Mencius uses the 

series of analogies to gradually lead the king to seeing the point as Mencius himself sees 

it, hence accepting his proposal. Undoubtedly, as in other examples, analogy also plays a 
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prominent role in this solicited proposal. Cross-cultural technical communicators can 

learn from Mencius and use analogies to both explain difficult concepts and reinforce 

persuasive arguments in their documents. 

Analogy in Modern Chinese Persuasion 

Although the examples I have analyzed so far are all by ancient authors, analogy 

still plays a significant role in modem Chinese persuasion. Of course, even in ancient 

times, analogy was not the only means of persuasion. But it was the most frequently used 

means of persuasion by the most influential people in the most commonly studied works 

of the culture. Dominant use of analogy in persuasive acts is part of the cultural heritage 

of a people that is very conscious and proud of its history. 

Modem Chinese people speak and write with many analogies that are not 

necessarily their own creation. Often, they do not have to know history well to add 

authority of the past to their point, nor do they have to create their own analogy to 

illustrate a difficult situation. Chinese children learn in school numerous succinct idioms 

along with the Chinese characters. These idioms are ready-made analogies accumulated 

over history. Almost every idiom has a story behind it, which is either historical or 

fictional. Some of them can be traced back to a traditional thought. Needless to say, a 

great number of the idioms are derived from the works of the Confucian and Taoist 

thinkers, such as "rotten wood cannot be carved" and "use a cup of water to quench a big 
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fire" from Confucius, "three in the morning, four in the evening"7 from Chuang Tzu. 

Others are from mythical stories, fables, historical stories. The Chinese Dictionary of 

Idioms has a collection of 4,007,800 entries (1984). 

With this vast stock of analogical phrases in the language, plus the fact that most 

of them are composed of four Chinese characters, which makes it relatively easy for 

ordinary people to recollect and use (Ma 1993), the Chinese, at any time, love to use 

analogies when they speak and write. In fact, the person who can appropriately use many 

such analogies in speech or writing is recognized as very knowledgeable and always 

enjoys some sort of authority, which would certainly aid persuasion. 

From classic persuasions, like the ones I discussed earlier, and the use of idioms, 

Chinese students learn the persuasive power of analogy. In addition, they learn its 

explanatory power in technical writing. The following exam_I)le, "Overall Planning," is 

taken from the lower-level high school Chinese textbook (Vol. 3). It is in fact an excerpt 

from the book, Overall Planning and Supplements, written by Hua Luo-geng, a famous 

Chinese mathematician. 

According to the introduction, this lesson focuses on teaching students how to use 

various means to explain things clearly, and the various means are using analogy, 

providing data, giving definition, using graphics, and making comparisons (Wang L. 

7 This idiom is from Chuang Tzu's story about a group of monkeys and their master. The master says to 
the monkeys, "I give you each three chestnuts in the morning and four in the evening." The monkeys 
protest violently. So the master says, "Then, I give you four in the morning, three in the evening." The 
monkeys are all very happy and accept the deal. Sometimes, people behave just like these monkeys. 
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1993, 51 ). As we will see, although other means are also important, the author's 

explanation of the concept of overall planriing is mainly based on an extended analogy. 

The author starts with a brief definition of overall planning and points out the 

areas where the method is applied: 

Overall Planning is a mathematical method for arranging working 

procedures. It is very widely used, for example, in business management, 

capital construction, and the organization and management of scientific 

projects with complex relationships. (Wang L. 1993, 48) 

Then, the author describes the analogical situation that he uses throughout the passage: 

For example, you want to make a pot of tea to drink. The situation is like 

this: There is no boiled water; the pot needs washing; the tea-pot and tea­

cups also need washing; the fire is on and you have tea leaves. How are 

you going to do the job? ( 48) 

The rest of the passage explains the concept of overall planning by analyzing and 

applying the concept to this comparatively simple job of making tea. 

The author first lists three possible working procedures and notes that with a job 

as easy as tea-making, one can see at a glance which is the most efficient method. 

However, in the case of a more complex job, one needs to use the mathematical method 

of overall planning to identify the most efficient procedure of doing the job. 

Still using tea-making as an example, he explains that overall planning involves 

breaking a job into various tasks and identifying the relationships among these tasks: 

Without washing the pot, you cannot heat up the water. Therefore, 

washing the pot is the prerequisite of heating the water. Without water 
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and tea leaves, and without washing the tea-pot and tea-cups, you cannot 

make the tea. Therefore, these tasks are the prerequisite of making the tea. 

(Wang L. 1993, 49) 

These relationships are then represented in a graphic: 

The numbers above the arrow-headed lines refer to the time required for 

the particular task. For example, 15 means, counting from putting the 

water-filled pot on fire, it takes 15 minutes to heat up the water. (Wang L. 

1993, 49) 

1 
1wash the pot I Heat the water 

Get tea leaves 

Then, the author explains how by looking at the numbers in the graphic, one can easily 

find the procedure that takes the least time. 

Thus, with this extended example, the author explains the concept of overall 

planning as something very simple, in fact so simple that "all this sounds superfluous and 

not worth talking about. We all know it, as well as we know we walk with two legs and 

eat one mouthful after another" (Wang L. 1993, 48). The author is concerned that the 

concept may now sound too simple to be worth taking notice of. He uses another analogy 

to point out the importance of this method in modem industry. 

In modem industry, the production process is by no means as simple as 

that of making the tea. It is far more intricate and complex. There are 
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hundreds, even thousands, of tasks, and there are all kinds of complex 

relationships. Frequently, there is the situation where "everything is ready 

but the east wind." (Wang L. 1993, 50) 

Here, "everything is ready but the east wind" is a popular idiom derived from an 

historical story recorded in the History of the Three States (220-280 A.D.) Zhou Yu, the 

king of one of the states, planned to attack Chao Cao, the king of another state, with fire. 

Zhou got everything ready except that there was no east wind so that he could not start 

the fire. The idiom becomes an analogy referring to the situation where everything is 

ready but one key element. The author uses this analogy to describe concisely, yet 

vividly, a situation that may be caused by lack of overall planning. Because the historical 

story also involves an element of urgency, the idiom also conveys this message, which, in 

this case, helps emphasize the importance of applying the mathematical method in 

production processes. 

situation: 

The author completes this paragraph with two further illustrations of this 

Because one or two parts are not done, the completion of a complex 

machine is delayed. Or frequently, because the link focused on is not the 

key link of the production process, after hurrying to finish this part of the 

job with three continuous shifts, you have to wait till other parts are done 

to assemble the machine. (Wang L. 1993, 50) 

Only then, the author explains how to do the mathematical work, but still referring 

to the simple tea-making example: 
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Wash the tea-pot, wash tea-cups, get tea leaves can be done by one person 

and in any order without affecting the efficiency of the whole job. 

Therefore, they can be combined as follows: 

1 
!Wash the pot I ~ Heat up water 

Wash the tea-pot and tea-cups 
Get tea leaves 

. 15 ~ 

~\:::__) 

Finally, he raises the topic to a more abstract level: 

If we use numbers to represent tasks, we can present the above graphic as 

follows: 

[1. Wash the Pot. 2. Boil water. 3. Wash the tea-pot and tea-cups.] 

Thus, the author relies mainly on an illustrative example that extends throughout the 

passage to explain the concept of overall planning. Other means, like providing data and 

using graphics and figures, are based on this example. It is the example and later, the 

analogy, that help make the concept simple, vivid, and concrete, hence easy to 

understand. Further, with this simple situation used as an extended analogy, the author 
' ! 

helps the reader to understand the concept more easily by seeing it work as a whole. 
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This approach may be different from the Western approach. A Western author 

might deal with this same concept by breaking it analytically into several components, 

such as analysis, calculation, and planning, and then explaining each component one by 

one. When creating documents for the Chinese readers, cross-cultural technical 

communicators can benefit from respecting the Chinese mode of thinking and following 

the Chinese way of doing things. One example is that they can also use an extended 

analogy to help explain a difficult concept so that the readers have a good frame of 

reference and are able to understand the concept easily as a whole. 

Summary and Implications for Cross-Cultural Technical Communicators 

The previous section demonstrates the importance and prevalence of analogy in 

Chinese persuasion. Chinese people learn the power of analogy when they are very 

young, through the study of idioms, an indispensable part of the Chinese vocabulary, and 

model writings in textbooks. Consequently, although analogy is not the only means of 

persuasion for the Chinese, the fact that the Chinese have been used to its power and 

frequent use holds significant implications for cross-cultural technical communicators. 

Moreover, the reasons I discussed earlier as to why the Chinese rely so heavily on 

analogy both suggest ways to effectively persuade the Chinese, and point to pitfalls to be 

avoided when communicating with the Chinese. 

The Chinese place great value on history, hence history acquires authority. They 

use historical examples to strengthen their argument and tend to be easily persuaded by 

historical examples. Because historical examples hold special authority for them, the 
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number of the examples does not have to be large. However, the historical examples 

should come from reliable sources, and they should bear appropriate analogical 

relationships to the case in issue. 

Likewise, the Confucian ideal of a well-ordered, harmonious society has made the 

Chinese hold special respect for the authority of the elders and superiors, especially the 

words and examples of the masters of all dominant philosophical schools. Quoting the 

masters appropriately, either their words or activities, in an analogical way tends to 

impress them greatly and put them in a disposition conducive to a favorable response. 

Consequently, we can say that certain cues, peripheral according to the Elaboration 

Likelihood theory, are in fact central factors when used to persuade the Chinese. 

Whether in marketing brochures or in proposals addressing the Chinese, cross-cultural 

technical communicators can make good use of these "peripheral cues" to aid persuasion. 

Because the Chinese are usedto analogies, they are good at recognizing the 

relationship between the analogy and the target case or situation. Arguments can, in 

some cases should, be presented indirectly in the form of analogies. Unsolicited 

proposals, for example, can benefit greatly from the use of an analogy as a lead-in to 

avoid making the Chinese readers feel they have "lost face." Indirectness is an important 

characteristic of Chinese culture, and it is frequently accomplished through the use of 

analogies. 

The Chinese have recognized and explored the explanatory power of analogies 

since ancient times. Cross-cultural technical communicators can use analogies of various 

forms, including examples, metaphors, and similes, to explain and illustrate abstract, 
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difficult, or strange concepts. Only they need to make sure that the analogies are of a 

I 

nature that will really help readers of the different culture to understand, not produce 

extra confusion. In the case of the Chinese, carefully selecting an analogy and using the 

same one throughout may be more effective. Because the Chinese tend to think in a 

holistic and relational way, an extended analogy that has elements related to it 

throughout, thus presenting the concept as a whole, is more suitable to the Chinese 

thinking. 

Meanwhile, I should point out that modem Chinese have been exposed to the 

Aristotelian logical reasoning. Even for the ancient Chinese, analogy was not the sole 

means of persuasion. Logical reasoning also played an important part although analogy 

is the more frequently used means of persuasion than logic. Therefore, cross-cultural 

technical communicators should consider analogy as one of the powerful means that, 

along with logical reasoning, works to achieve persuasion for and of the Chinese. In 

other words, technical communicators writing to the Chinese should take into account 

and make good use of all persuasive cues, both central and peripheral. 
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CHAPTER4 

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR CREATING TECHNICAL DOCUMENTS 

FOR THE CHINESE 

In the previous two chapters, I examined two important issues related to 

communicating technical information to people of Chinese culture: the typical Chinese 

thinking mode and a distinct feature in Chinese persuasion. The thinking of a people 

largely determines how they generally process information. Consequently, the fact that 

the Chinese typically think in a holistic and relational way holds significant implications 

for cross-cultural technical communicators, and technical communicators should create 

their documents in a way that best suits and exploits this particular thinking mode. As 

technical communication is persuasive communication, understanding that the Chinese 

rely heavily on analogies in persuasion, a feature largely resulting from their particular 

mode of thinking, also suggests specific strategies and techniques to help communicate 

effectively to the Chinese. 

The present chapter is built on the previous two chapters. In this chapter, I will 

suggest some practical guidelines that cross-cultural technical communicators should 

follow in order to produce more effective technical documents with regard to their target 

audience, the Chinese. I will base my discussion on the understanding of the Chinese's 

typical mode of thinking and their distinctive persuasive feature. 
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As a very broad term, technical coinmunication embodies many genres, ranging 

from the highly persuasive proposals to the very matter-of-fact operational instructions. 

It is hardly possible to devise specific guidelines for all genres. Consequently, I have 

attempted to make the guidelines general. Different guidelines, though, may be more 

applicable in one type of technical documents than another. Cross-cultural technical 

writers should choose to use these guidelines according to the particular type of document 

they are creating in a particular writing situation. 

Because this study concerns cultural elements only, all the guidelines I suggest 

here are based on cultural features and are applicable only to Chinese culture. Writers 

should use them in addition to existing technical writing guidelines, such as "analyze the 

audience" and "keep the language simple." Technical writing has many intrinsic 

characteristics that are shared by its kind in all cultures. For example, regardless of the 

cultural context, technical documents are reader-centered, and they aim at clarity and 

correctness. Consequently, even though the existing guidelines are designed for technical 

writing in English, many of them are applicable to technical writing in other cultures. 

However, these guidelines do not address cultural factors. Therefore, cross-cultural 

technical communicators need additional culturally-related guidelines to help them adapt 

their documents to a specific culture. 

The following section has six subsections, each dealing with one culturally-related 

guideline for writing to readers of Chinese' culture. The six guidelines are as follows: 

• Use a respectful and friendly tone. 

• Use "we" instead of "I." 

• Use the general-to-specific or big-to-small pattern to organize information. 
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• Use analogies to explain the complex and strange. 

• Use analogies to aid persuasioij. 

• Make plentiful use of visuals. 

With each guideline, I will explain the rationale and discuss some related elements to 

which writers should pay special attention. I will also illustrate the application of the 

guidelines with an on-going example, the situation of which I will describe toward the 

end of the first section. 

Culturally-Related Guidelines 

Use a respectful and friendly tone. 

Many scholars in technical communication have pointed out the importance of 

tone in a technical document (Warren 1985; Anderson 1991; Lannon 1994). The tone 

writers create in any document indicates the distance they impose between themselves 

and the reader (Lannon 1994) and the attitude they show toward the reader and subject 

(Warren 1985). A writer's tone may be formal, semi-formal, informal (Anderson 1991). 

It can also be personal, impersonal, critical, and encouraging (Lannon 1994). In order to 

obtain the intended response, communicators should "treat both the subject and the reader 

seriously and professionally" (Warren 1985, 17), and use a tone that is appropriate for the 

particular writing situation. 

In cross-cultural communication, writers need to consider cultural elements as 

well and choose a tone that suits the general practice and expectations of the particular 

culture. In technical documents addressing the Chinese, writers should adopt a respectful 
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and friendly tone generally used and expected by the Chinese. In the rest of the section, I 

will first discuss why the Chinese generally use a respectful and friendly tone in writing 

and how to create this tone. Then I will use a specific example to illustrate how cross­

cultural technical communicators can apply this guideline to their documents. 

Why the Chinese use this tone 

The Chinese use a respectful and friendly tone in writing in order to establish a 

friendly relationship with the reader based on mutual respect. In Chinese culture, which 

is highly relationship-oriented, a good relationship is one of the most important keys to 

success in almost everything. Many western students of China have recognized this point 

(Seligman 1989; Pye 1982 & 1992; De Mente 1989; Boiarsky 1992; Kenna & Lacy 1994; 

Abramson & Ai 1994). This emphasis on relationships has to do with the holistic and 

relational thinking mode of the Chinese and the Confucian doctrine about human beings 

and society. 

Because of those two profound influences, the Chinese generally view social 

beings not as individuals isolated from one another, but as a part of the whole society and 

in organic relationships with all other parts making up the society. These relationships 

include the relationships of parents and children, brother and sister, elder and young, 

superior and inferior, the powerful and the powerless, the employer and the employee, 

and that of friends. People play multiple roles that are well defined within these 

numerous relationships. 
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These relationships follow a principle of reciprocity. For example, parents 

should take care of children, whereas children should obey parents and later on take care 

of them as well; employees should be loyal to the employer, whereas the employer should 

take care of the employees, and friends should help each other. Consequently, these 

relationships embody both rights and duties. If people exercise their rights correctly and 

fulfill their duties properly, relationships among them will become balanced and stable, 

which benefits everyone involved. 

Achieving a harmony of all these relationships is the social ideal of the 

Confucianists who believe that this harmony will result in a peaceful, orderly society. 

For the individual Chinese, establishing and maintaining good and proper relationships is 

one of the three keys to success. The other two are good time and right location, as 

expounded by Sunzi, the well-known ancient military strategist. The common saying, 

5¥0-E(.~!J!r (Good relationships produce wealth), especially popular among the business 

people, epitomizes this common belief. 

In fact, the Chinese place so much emphasis upon relationships that they usually 

prefer to do business with friends, not with strangers or outsiders. (Outsiders are people 

who are outside their relationships and who do not understand or share the same rights 

and duties.) When they have to deal with an outsider, they attempt to get the new 

relationship on a good-friend basis as rapidly as possible, so that the outsider will no 

longer be an outsider. Needless to say, such relationships have a sense of permanency 

and go beyond the usual short-term business relations. 
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No wonder the Chinese generally take time to cultivate a solid relationship before 

seriously starting business negotiations. ]his practice frequently confuses, sometimes 
I 

frustrates, the task-oriented western business people (Pye 1982 & 1992; De Mente 1989; 

Seligman 1989; Engholm 1991 & 1994; Kenna& Lacy 1994; Bucknall 1994). Taking a 

respectful and friendly tone in technical documents aims to achieve the same purpose, 

that is, building a solid relationship. It says to the reader, "We want to be your friends, 

not just business partners." Cross-cultural technical communicators should follow this 

general Chinese practice and strive to establish a good relationship with their readers by 

using a respectful and friendly tone. 

How to create a respectful and friendly tone 

Respect and friendliness are two different things, with one able to be the basis of 

the other. When cultivating relationships, the Chinese aim to achieve friendships based 

on mutual respect and trust. Hence, the tone in writing should be both respectful and 

friendly. However, respectfulness and friendliness are shown in different ways. 

Basically, showing respect in Chinese writing constitutes using the right words 

and right titles. Using right words means using many -ijf (please) when making requests 

or providing instructions. It also means using the more formal word for "you," that is, ffl}. 

instead of 1$· (The difference between ffl}. and 1$ is similar to that between "vous" and 

"tu" in French.) 

Because there is no English equivalent for the Chinese ffl}., cross-cultural technical 

communicators may consider adopting more polite forms of a phrase to convey the same 
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meanmg. For example, "Thank you very much!", instead of a simple "Thank you," can 

be a closer equivalent for the Chinese ~if~! "You would find that ... " may be a more 

polite form than the strong and direct "You will find that ... " 

Using right titles means that when writers are addressing a specific person, as in 

business communications, they should take care to show that they know and respect the 

person's title. Chinese society is highly structured, one in which people are generally 

socialized to respect authority, and those who have authority expect it to be respected. If 

a person is a director, he or she is called as Director so and so, not Mr. or Ms. so and so, 

and never just the name. Otherwise, that person is very likely to feel slighted. 

However, with increasing exposure to Western culture, more and more Chinese 

have begun to accept, even follow the Western practice of addressing others as Mr. or 

Miss. Consequently, cross-cultural technical communicators can address the receiver of a 

business letter as Mr. or Ms. so and so on the salutation line. However, they should make 

sure that the person's right title is included in the inside address. Furthermore, the title of 

the writer should also be clearly indicated, both in the return address and signature part, 

and the title should be the equivalent of the title of the Chinese receiver. Otherwise, a 

higher ranking title may make the Chinese feel power-pressured, (though in some cases, 

they might also feel honored); a lower ranking title will make them feel slighted: I, 

(therefore, my company), am not being taken seriously. Such feelings usually lead them 

to think twice whether they would like to do business with this "disrespectful" person, 

and his or her company. 
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Trucing a friendly tone means avoiding using a matter-of-fact, business-like tone. 

Instead, writers should emphasize in their document, for example, a proposal, their 

concern for the long-term interests and benefits for both parties. If the relationship has 

just started, they should express their hope for a relationship that goes beyond the present 

transaction and that will result in a long-lasting friendship. If the relationship is a 

continuing one, writers may start with the previous successful transactions and emphasize 

the prospects of developing the relationship further. 

As I have discussed in the previous section, the Chinese generally prefer to do 

business with people with whom they have established relationships. Sincerely setting 

out to establish good relationships with the Chinese will definitely yield benefits. Even 

in a comparatively more objective instructions manual, a respectful and friendly tone will 

result in a camaraderie relationship between the writer and the machines the instructions 

are about, and the Chinese users. From this relationship, writers will more likely gain 

users who are loyal, obliging friends, rather than distrustful, sometimes even vindictive, 

outsiders. 

Application 

To show how cross-cultural technical communicators can apply this guideline, 

and others I will discuss in this chapter, I will first describe a hypothetical situation. In 

this situation cross-cultural technical communicators need to create a proposal, a letter of 

transmittal, and some promotional brochures. 
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For the past 15 years, Great Wall E;lectronics, Corp., has been doing well, and it 

has just decided to build its own corporate:building in Beijing. As a symbol of the 

corporation, the 9-story building is to equal the best office buildings in the world in both 

building quality and equipment. An efficient building heating and cooling system, 

therefore, is one of the musts. Great Wall Electronics is inviting all interested companies 

to bid for installing the heating and cooling system for the building. 

Oklahoma GHP International, Co. is a company specializing in using ground 

source heat pumps to heat and cool buildings. Unlike most other systems that use fuel as 

their energy source, the ground source heat pump (GHP) system uses solar energy stored 

in the ground as the energy source. In winter, heat is extracted from the ground to heat 

the building; in summer, the process is rev:ersed for building cooling. Believing that this 

efficient and energy-saving solution has great competitive advantage, the company 

decides to bid for this contract. Besides, this contract is an opportunity to enter the huge 

China market. Consequently, a team of marketing and technical writers is assembled to 

prepare a package to send to Great Wall Electronics. This package includes a letter of 

transmittal, a proposal, and some promotional brochures. 

According to the request for bids, the package is to be sent to Wang He, business 

manager of Great Wall Electronics. The writer should make sure that in the inside 

address, the manager's name is correctly spelled and his title clearly indicated. On the 

salutation line, however, he may be addressed as "Dear Mr. Wang He." Use the full 

name to show respect, especially the first time his name appears./ Later, it is all right to 

address him by his surname, in this case, "Mr. Wang." 
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In other cases, the surname may be "He," as in English names. Traditionally, in 

Chinese names, the surname always comes first. It is still the case among the Chinese 

themselves. However, nowadays, with increasing contact with the West, some Chinese 

print their names in the reverse order if they know English-speaking people may be 

involved, which makes the case more confusing. Cross-cultural technical communicators 

need to double check with the Chinese counterpart on this point. To call Mr. Wang He 

"Mr. He" would be very inappropriate and should be avoided, especially in a written 

form, where no immediate feedback is available and the mistake assumes a more material 

presence. 

To show due respect for Mr. Wang, and also sincerity, the writers should also 

make sure that the letter of transmittal bear the signature of Mr. Wang's counterpart, the 

business manager of Oklahoma GHP International, Co. His title should also appear in the 

return address. 

Apart from such mechanical considerations, the writer should also write in a 

polite way, using "please ... " or "could you please ... " etc., as necessary. For closing, 

use both "sincerely and respectfully" to reinforce a friendly and respectful tone. 

As part of the content, the writer can also express in the letter a strong wish to 

establish a long-term relationship with Great Wall Electronics. The proposal may include 

a section discussing how the relationship of the two companies can continue even after 

this particular business, and how such an established relationship can benefit both 

companies. 
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As the company has successfully installed a GHP system for a five-star hotel in 

Singapore, the writer should not only include information about this installation in the 

package, but also emphasize in the letter of transmittal the good relationship it has 

established with the owner of the hotel. As Singapore has a predominantly Chinese 

culture, the good relationship established between those two can help convince Great 

Wall that an equally good relationship may be possible between this Western company 

and itself. 

In the brochures providing information on the GHP cooling and heating system, 

the designer may consider using some Chinese characters. The title of the brochure, or 

the key promotional slogan, for example, can take both Chinese and English versions. 

The Chinese usually interpret such additional efforts as knowledge of, or interest in, even 

respect for Chinese culture, which tends to create a warm feeling in them. Such efforts 

also indicate sincerity in the business. Of course, it would be even better if the package 

includes both English and Chinese versions of every document. 

Use "we" instead of "I." 

In Chinese culture, "we" and "I" invoke different responses when used to 

represent an organization. Cross-cultural technical communicators should be aware of 

these differences and use "we" instead of "I" when writing to the Chinese on behalf of 

their organizations or companies. 

The Chinese dislike using "I" when speaking on behalf of an organization. This 

feature has been noticed by quite a few writers about Chinese business culture (for 
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example, Pye 1982 & 1992; De Mente 1989; Seligman 1989; Engholm 1991 & 1994; 
' i 

Kenna & Lacy 1994; Bucknall 1994). Foi the Chinese, using "I" would sound 

presumptuous and immodest, which would arouse in them both disapproval and distrust. 

Instead, they use "we" to appropriately acknowledge the group effort. Using "we" also 

lends greater weight to whatever is said or done, because in the Chinese society, the 

group is more important and more powerful than the individual. Such different meanings 

implied in the two pronouns are the result of another typical feature of Chinese culture. 

Apart from being highly relationship-oriented, the Chinese are also group-

centered, which, once again, has to do wit~ their holistic and relational thinking and the 

corresponding view of human beings and their position in the world in which they live. 

As I have discussed in Chapter 2, a person in the Chinese society exists as a part of a 

large group. The importance of the role one plays in the larger group is far more 

important than one's importance as an individual. 

That "larger group" may have appeared different in ancient China from what it 

looks like in 1996. In imperial China, the larger group would have been one's extended 

family, including grandparents, father, mother, siblings, uncles, aunts, and cousins, all of 

whom usually lived together in the same house, or the clan one belongs to. In the 

present-day Chinese society, the group might be one's nuclear family, one's class at 

school, or one's work unit. The situation varies; the dynamics, however, are much the 

same no matter what the group is. 

The Chinese enter into a kind of compact with their groups. In exchange for 

obedience and loyalty, they can expect prdtection and support and be confident that their 
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well-being will be a matter of concern to the group as a whole. As members of the group, 

they subordinate their own wills to that oHhe whole and make decisions based on the 

best interests of the larger group, not personal interests. Once a they make a decision, 

group members must accept and act on it. 

Consequently, in such a group-centered society, individual initiative and 

achievement are not emphasized, and people are socialized to be modest and obedient. It 

is.the group, not the individual, that is really important. A very illustrative practice is that 

Chinese business letters usually bear the official seal of the unit, a red, circular stamp, not 

the personal signature of the writer (Seligman 1989). Using "we"instead of "I" to 

represent one's unit or organization is but another illustrative practice of this group­

centered society. 

Application 

To apply this guideline to the hypothetical situation I described earlier, the 

business manager of Oklahoma GHP International, Co., or the technical writer who is 

ghostwriting for the manager, should write as a representative of the company. For 

example, the letter of transmittal may include a sentence about hoping to hear from Great 

Wall Electronics soon. The sentence should be "We ... " or "We at Oklahoma GHP 

International look forward to hearing from you soon," not "I look forward to ... " 

Likewise, in the proposal, whenever referring to the self, the writer should use 

"we" as the subject, or "us" as the object. Or to make it simple, just use Oklahoma GHP 
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International as the subject and object. Avoid using "I" as the subject, unless it is used 

with the phrase "on behalf of Oklahoma GHP International Co." 

Use the general-to-specific or big-to-small patterns to organize information. 

When writing for Chinese readers, cross-cultural technical communicators should 

use the general-to-specific or big-to small pattern to organize informational materials 

whenever possible. This pattern best suits holistic thinking, the typical thinking mode of 

the Chinese, and it has been used frequently in Chinese technical documents, both classic 

and contemporary. 

The general-to-specific pattern starts with the general information about the topic 

of the document, then gradually moves on to the specifics. When the writer moves from 

general to specific information, he or she is like a photographer moving the camera from 

a distant to a close-up view. The general information provides a big picture of the topic, 

and the close-up specifics are the parts that make up the big picture. The big picture 

includes the overall information about the discussion, and it provides a reference point, 

sometimes a foundation, for the reader to understand the specific details. 

This organization pattern is in agreement with the holistic thinking mode. People 

who think holistically tend to always keep the big picture in mind while attending to the 

various parts in the big picture, and they constantly relate the parts to the big picture. The 

general-to-specific pattern provides the big picture in the first place, and facilitates the 

relating process as well. 
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Many Chinese technical document~, both classic and contemporary, are organized 

with this pattern. T'ien-Kung K'ai-Wu, or:The Creations a/Nature and Man (Sung 1637) 

is one typical example. The Creations of Nature and Man is a well-known classic 

dealing with Chinese technology in the seventeenth century. It covers practically all the 

major industrial techniques of its time, from agriculture, textiles, mining, metallurgy, and 

chemical engineering, to the building of boats and the manufacture of weapons. In the 

early 1930s, an inexpensive volume of this book was published as "one of a series of 

books on Chinese culture designed for use by students" (Sun and Sun 1962, ix). Excerpts 

from the book have been included in high~school Chinese textbooks, from which students 

learn both functional writing skills and ancient-Chinese technology. 

All the eighteen articles in this classic are organized in the general-to-specific 

pattern, which can be illustrated by a brief outline of the first article, "The Growing of 

Grains." The article starts with an introduction that points out the significance of the 

topic and introduces the different types of grains. Then, it is divided into five big 

sections. Each deals with one of the five types of grains recognized in China at that time: 

rice, wheat, millet and sorghum, hemp, and legumes. All five sections have a parallel 

organization. 

Take the rice section as an example. This section starts with a categorization of 

rice, followed by a general discussion of where, when, and how to plant rice. Then, it 

moves on to more specifics, such as fertilizing the field, ploughing, harrowing, weeding, 

what may cause rice disasters and how to avoid them, and the various means of irrigation. 
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In so far as the topics apply to the particul~ type of grain, all other sections follow this 

pattern. 

The overall structure of The Yellow Emperor's Classic of Internal Medicine 

(Anonymous?) presents another good illustration of the general-to-specific pattern used 

in Chinese technical documents. The Yellow Emperor's Classic of Internal Medicine is 

the greatest authority, the most influential work in traditional Chinese medicine, upon 

which most of the medical literature of China is built (Veith 1949). The book takes the 

form of a dialogue between Huang Ti, the legendary Yellow Emperor, and his minister, 

Ch'i Po. The emperor generally poses questions on problems of medicine which the 

minister answers in long discourses. The minister's discourses are, therefore, typical 

technical writing pieces where the expert explains a specialized subject for the non­

expert. 

The discussion proceeds from the relationship of Universe, the macrocosm, and 

the human being, the microcosm, to the relationship of four seasons and Man's health, to 

the functions of various parts of the human body, and finally, to the specific illnesses and 

diseases, including their diagnosis and respective treatment. Here, the earlier chapters 

provide a general foundation, including the theory and terminology, for the discussion in 

the latter chapters. 

A third example comes from the current Chinese textbook for the junior high 

school students. It is a lesson that teaches how to describe something by its 

characteristics and from different aspects, and how to organize the materials in a logical 

order. The organization pattern used in the model article, '"A good tree-paulownia," is 
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the same general-to-specific pattern. Apatit from a brief introduction and conclusion, the 

article has six paragraphs, each discussing'one aspect or characteristic of the tree. The 

sequence of the paragraphs follows the general-to-specific pattern: distribution, growth 

rate, rooting, use of wood, use of leaves, and use of flowers. The writer starts with an 

aerial view and gradually zooms in to examine the smaller parts. 

Similarly, when using a spatial pattern, the Chinese tend to start with the whole 

view or the biggest item and move on to the smaller details. A typical example is the 

sequence of the characteristics list of a product description. In the product description of 

the JDYD-I Argon High-Frequency Electric Knife (Research & Production Center of 

Medical Appliances, Shanghai Jiantong Uhiversity, date unknown), an implement used in 

surgery to coagulate blood, the characteristics are presented in the following sequence: 

• Overall easy-to-assemble design 

• Double argon bottles providing sufficient supply 

• Pressure safety protection in the argon transmission system 

• Advanced multiple filters 

• Reliable adjustment range of the argon flow 

At a first glance, this sequence does not seem to follow any logical pattern of 

organization. A close examination, however, reveals that the writer starts with a general 

overview of the object, the overall design, and gradually closes up to address the details, 

which are the transmission, the filters, ,and finally, the argon flow. Here, the author is still 

using the general-to-specific, or big-to-small pattern familiar to the Chinese readers. 
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One way to further help the Chine$e to understand and retain the information is to 

constantly relate the specific parts to one abother and to the whole picture. For example, 

in "The Growing of Grains," the author always points out, at the beginning of each 

section, the position of the particular grain under discussion among all grains. Then, in 

the section, he constantly compares and contrasts that particular grain with the ones that 

have been discussed previously. 

I need also to point out that many guidelines have been established on how to 

organize informational materials in English technical documents. Brockmann, for 

example, stated that the writer should organize the information in the ways expected by 

the audience (1990). The audience's expected patterns of organization include 

chronological order, most important to least important order, order of need, order of 

difficulty, alphabetical order, spatial order, problem-solution order, as well as general to 

specific order (Felker et. al. 1981; Markel 1988; Brockmann 1990, Anderson 1991; 

Lannon 1994). The writer should use one or a combination of several such organizational 

patterns that meet the expectations of the audience and suit the nature of the information. 

Most of these patterns of text organization have universal applications, and they 

can also be used in technical documents addressed to the Chinese. For example, the 

Chinese also prefer to use the chronological pattern when describing a process, giving 

instructions on how to perform a task, or explaining how something happens. 

On the other hand, the technical writers should avoid using the alphabetical order. 

The majority of the Chinese do not know English, and the alphabetical order would mean 

nothing to them. Besides, the alphabetical order would be lost any way when the 
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document is translated into Chinese. Instead, the writers should use other patterns that 

have universal meaning, such as most impbrtant to least important, most needed to least 

needed, and of course, the highly expected general-to-specific or big-to-small pattern that 

suits holistic thinking. 

Application 

To illustrate the application of this guideline, let me go back to the hypothetical 

situation and focus on the proposal Oklahoma GHP International is preparing. The 

purpose of the proposal is to win the bid from Great Wall Electronics for installing the 

cooling and heating system for the corporate building. One of the selling points of 

Oklahoma GHP International is that they use a different, more energy-saving system than 

others. Considering the Chinese typically think in a relational way, the writer can put 

forward the benefits of the GHP system in relation to other types of systems. 

Consequently, the proposal includes a great deal of information about how the GHP 

system works and how it compares with other systems. 

The writer can organize the information in a general-to-specific pattern. First, 

provide the reader with a big picture, focusing on how, by using solar energy stored in the 

ground, the GHP system works differently from other systems, and thereby can reap more 

benefits than other systems (briefly list these benefits here). This paragraph is similar to 

the overview paragraph generally recommended in technical writing textbooks. 

Then, discuss the benefits in detail following the big-to-small pattern. Start with 

environment (cleaner) and resources (energy saving), move on to cost, maintenance, etc. 
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When describing the system, also describe the system as a whole first, then, move on to 

the important components, the heat pump exchanger, the heat pump, and the individual 

controller, etc. 

Use analogies to explain the complex and strange. 

Because the Chinese typically think in a holistic and relational mode, they are 

good at using and understanding analogy that recognizes and exploits similarities 

between things. Besides, for generations, the Chinese have been following the Confucian 

way of cognition, in which recognizing similarities existing among things is a key point. 

In school, they learn the method of proceeding from the principles of what is known and 

following the principle of similarity to investigate the various relations between the 

known and the unknown, thereby achieving an understanding of the unknown. (The 

idiom P,), Jlt. ~ 4i [the rest may be deduced by analogy] is a very common saying in 

Chinese schooling.) Such cognitive behavior further enhances their ability to use and 

understand analogies. Consequently, using analogies of various forms, including 

examples, metaphors, and similes, is an especially effective means of explaining the 

complex and strange to the Chinese. 

On the other hand, using analogies is also a tricky matter for cross-cultural 

technical communicators. For an analogy to exert the power of explanation, the analogy 

selected has to be appropriate in the first place .. The analogical source has to be 

something familiar to the reader; otherwise, the analogy would only create more 
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confusion, and thereby increase the cognitive load of the reader. Consequently, the writer 

must take great care in selecting an appropriate analogy. 

Cross-cultural technical communicators, who are not very familiar with the target 

culture, should take even greater care when using analogies for explanatory purposes. 

Unless they are definitely sure what the analogical source means to the target culture, 

they should avoid using analogical sources loaded with cultural overtones. Instead, they 

should select concepts and objects with universal meanings. These include objects and 

phenomena in the objective physical world and things and concepts related to the basic 

human living. The following case will make this point clearer. 

Many Chinese students are studying in the graduate program of the Computer 

Science Department at Oklahoma State University. Although the native language of 

these students is Chinese, their English proficiency, especially their English reading 

proficiency in their own field, is quite high. They do not have much problem reading 

English textbooks or attending lectures of their English-speaking professors. Yet, I have 

heard several of them complaining about one textbook because of its comprehension 

difficulty, and they are full of praise for another textbook on the same subject. I was told 

the reason why one textbook is difficult and the other easy to understand is that one uses 

good analogies whereas the other uses highly culture-specific, hence inappropriate, 

analogies for these particular readers. 

Both textbooks, An Introduction to Object-Oriented Programming (Budd 1991) 

and C++ from the Ground Up (Schildt 1994), deal with object-oriented programming, 

which involves some quite complicated concepts. Both resort to analogies to help 
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explain complex key concepts, such as encapsulation and data inheritance. However, 

Budd uses things like solitaire and puzzles! as analogies to explain these concepts. As 

these Chinese students have no idea of how to play those Western games, they have to 

spend more time understanding the rules of the games first, in order to understand the 

analogies, and finally the concepts themselves. In fact, even some of the native English 

speakers may not understand the games, which makes the analogies still less appropriate. 

An even more problematic analogy used is the international chess game. Because 

there is a national chess game in China and many of these students know how to play that 

game, their knowledge about the rules of the national chess game interferes with their 

understanding of the international chess game. As a result, they find it even more 

difficult to understand the chess game analogy and, hence, the analogical target, the 

object-oriented concept. 

Schildt, on the other hand, uses very simple analogical sources, things that have 

universal meanings and that are understandable by nearly everyone of the readership. For 

example, in explaining the concept of data inheritance, he writes: 

A Red Delicious apple is part of the classification apple, which in tum is 

part of the fruit class, which is under the larger class food. That is, the 

food class possesses certain qualities ( edible, nutritious, etc.) which also, 

logically, apply to its subclass,fruit. In addition to these qualities, the 

fruit class has specific characteristics Guicy, sweet, etc.) that distinguish it 

from other food. The apple class defines those qualities specific to an 

apple (grows on trees, not tropical, etc.). A Red Delicious apple would, in 

tum, inherit all the qualities of all preceding classes, and would define 

only those qualities that make it unique. (1994, 8) 
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When explaining the concept of encapsulation, Schildt uses another good analogy. 

He describes a situation that is very easy tb understand: you order a bouquet of :flowers 

from a florist for your grandmother. You do not need to worry about how the florist will 

get the :flowers to your grandmother. You only need to make sure that the address you 

give to the florist is absolutely correct (Schildt 1994). With such good analogies, few 

people would find the concepts still difficult to understand. 

In a word, good analogies definitely assist comprehension of the complex and 

strange, especially with the Chinese, whose typical mode of thinking facilitates the use 

and understanding of analogies. At the same time, cross-cultural technical 

communicators should make sure they select the right analogies. Inappropriate analogies 

would hinder, rather than facilitate, understanding. 

Application 

Technical writers at Oklahoma GHP International may also consider using 

analogies to help their Chinese readers at Great Wall Electronics understand the concept 

behind the ground-source heat pump system. The key concept of this system is energy 

transfer, not energy consumption as in other types of heating and cooling systems. 

Instead of producing energy with a lot of energy consumption, the GHP system moves 

energy from one place to another, with little energy consumption. 

If the technical writers are not very familiar with Chinese culture, they might use 

concepts and objects with universal meanings as an analogical source. For example, they 

might compare the concept of the ground source heat pump system to that of humans 
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putting on more clothes when it is cold and taking off clothes when it is hot. The ground 

is like a dress cabinet. Like the cabinet storing clothes, the ground stores solar energy. 

If the writers are very familiar with China, they might also use a culture-specific 

analogy to illustrate the concept of transfer. The heat exchanger is like the Grand 

Beijing-Hangzhou Canal. Like the Canal that was built (in 6th century A.D.) to transfer 

the southern goods to the north, and northern goods to the south, the heat exchanger 

transfers solar energy from the ground to the house and vice versa, depending on the 

season and need. 

The concept behind the ground source heat pump system is accidentally quite 

simple. But even with such simple concepts, appropriate analogies can help make the 

text more vivid and interesting to read. Besides, the culture-specific analogy may arouse 

a positive feeling in the readers, which will aid persuasion. 

Use analogies to aid persuasion. 

As I have discussed in the previous chapter, analogies play a significant role also 

in Chinese persuasion. The Chinese use analogies to start a discourse where direct 

communication is inappropriate, sometimes even dangerous. Topics that might cause "a 

loss of face" or embarrassment are discussed indirectly in an analogical way, especially at 

the beginning of the discourse. 

Besides, as an incredibly history-conscious people, the Chinese are extremely 

proud of their long history of civilization, and they hold a great respect for the authority 

of the past, and present. Analogies in the form of examples, both historical and live, are 
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therefore often used as the basis of persuasive reasoning. The analogical reasoning works 

this way: if a similar past event proceeded'in a certain manner, the current event most 

probably will proceed in the same manner as well; or if the ancient authorities conducted 

the matter this way, we should too; or ifhe could do it, I can too, etc. Such analogical 

reasoning is different from the Aristotelian inductive reasoning. In inductive reasoning, 

one needs many specific examples in order to draw a generalization. In analogical 

reasoning, one example would be sufficient for persuasion as long as the example is true 

and well-documented and bears close similarity to the case in issue. 

When seeking to persuade the Chinese in their technical documents, such as 

proposals or marketing brochures, cross-cultural technical communicators can use the 

same technique. They can also use analogies to aid persuasion. However, unlike 

explanatory analogies, which should be universal, analogies for persuasion need to be 

culture-specific. The writers need to make sure that the analogies they use will really 

persuade the Chinese readers. 

Because a persuasive document may need only one good persuasive analogy that 

either sharpens a key point or extends throughout the document, writers may take time to 

do some research in order to find an appropriate and effective analogy. A good example 

is the family analogy used by the two giant telephone companies, AT&T and MCI. In 

promotional materials targeting users of the Chinese origin, which contains both English 

and Chinese versions, both companies use the family analogy. AT&T welcomes the 

Chinese users to the "AT&T Big Family" (AT&T::fc~~). MCI's Friends & Family 
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Circle program is translated into Chinese "1,S the "Big Family of Friends and Relatives" 

The family analogy is effective because it is based on an understanding of 

Chinese culture's emphasis on the family. The family image conveys a feeling of 

sincerity and friendliness and invokes in the target audience a sense of belonging and 

appreciation. The sense of belonging is especially important for the Chinese who, as I 

have discussed earlier, are group-centered. 

Similarly, cross-cultural technical communicators should delve into the riches of 

Chinese culture to look for persuasive analogies. For example, they may spend some 

time studying the works of the ancient Chinese philosophical masters, such as Confucius 

and Mencius. Prefacing a document with an appropriately relevant quote of these 

masters, or using an analogy based on one of the masters' words, will create a feeling of 

appreciation on the part of the Chinese readers and help establish a relationship of rapport 

with these readers. 

For example, on one of the title pages for the book Dealing with the Chinese: A 

Practical Guide to Business Etiquette in the People's Republic Today (1989), author 

Scott D. Seligman uses a very good quote from Li Ji (The Book of Rites), one of the five 

Confucian classics. The quote is in both the Chinese original form and English 

translation: A~rrfffi:i]~, AOOrrfffi:i]{~, Ar'lrrffl'iiJil· (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.) As a Chinese looking at this page, I find the 

quote effective in three ways. First, the author's knowledge of Chinese culture arouses 
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warm feelings of appreciation and respect. Second, the quote perfectly summarizes the 

theme and purpose of the book. Third, th~ authority of the master lends further weight to 

the meaning of the quote, which is also the theme of the book. 

The 5,000 year long history of their culture provides the Chinese innumerable 

historical examples that have become treasured lessons commonly applied in nearly every 

facet of the Chinese life. Citing a historical example, therefore, is frequently a means of 

persuasion as well. Cross-cultural technical communicators can also cite such stories or 

event that have an analogical relation with the situation in issue to lend weight to their 

persuasion. 

Besides, the Chinese are very proud of their own culture, and they generally think 

their culture is great but difficult to understand for outsiders. Therefore, they would feel 

greatly impressed if a person of a different culture manifests some knowledge and 

understanding of their culture. This feeling would certainly aid persuasion. 

If the company has had quite satisfactory business relations with the Chinese 

readers previously, emphasizing such earlier instances can support present projections 

about future successes. Examples of successful relationships involving other companies 

will also provide support in an analogical way. 

Using the kind of succinct idioms I mentioned in the previous chapter, the ready­

made analogies accumulated over history, will also impress Chinese readers and help 

persuasion. For example, the analogical idiom, -=f !:[z:tJt, ffl r.!l!ll.Jt (one ant-hole may 

cause the collapse of a thousand Ii dyke) can be used to express the meaning that slight 

negligence may lead to great disaster. Such analogical idioms usually have a story, either 
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historical or mythical, behind them, which makes the analogies extremely vivid. Besides, 

because they present the meaning to the Chinese readers as a whole, they have an impact 

on both the senses and reason of these readers all at once. 

However, before deciding on an idiom, writers should make sure that they 

understand the meaning correctly and that it fits the context. They should check with a 

native Chinese if possible. Otherwise, if they "show off their proficiency with the ax 

before Lu Ban the master carpenter" (3E.1'1**), they would "incur the ridicule of 

Dafang the experts" (P!~~::kjj). 

In a word, cross-cultural technical communicators can also use analogical 

reasoning to help persuade their Chinese readers. However, while analogies for the 

explanatory purpose should be very simple and concern only the universally understood, 

such as the most basic aspect of human life, (unless the writer is definitely sure of the 

implications of the culture-specific analogy), analogies for the persuasive purpose must 

be culture-specific. Some research in Chinese culture is necessary in order to find an 

effective analogy for successful persuasion. 

Before I conclude this section, I also need to point out the ethical issue involved 

in persuasion. Persuasion should not be achieved regardless of means. Communicators 

are responsible for ensuring that all documents in all cultural contexts follow the 

universal standards of honesty and fairness (Lannon 1994; Perica 1972). When devising 

an effective analogy, or any other persuasive means, cross-cultural technical 

communicators should follow the universal ethical standards and treat the subject and 

their readers with honesty and fairness. 
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Application 

Technical writers at Oklahoma GHP International can also use various forms of 

analogies to aid their persuasion. For example, they may tell how many GHP systems 

they have already installed in the United States. The number can support both the 

benefits of the system and the quality of the company's technology and service. A 

history of past successes lends support to the projection about the present and future 

successes. 

They may also bring in a specific example of an American office building that has 

a GHP system installed by the company. For instance, with the GHP system, energy cost 

in the Waterfront Office Building in Louisville, Kentucky, is $25,000 less per month 

than the adjacent Galt House Hotel, which has an equal amount of space, but a 

conventional heating and cooling system, etc. (International Ground Source Heat Pump 

Association. 1995). They may call their readers' attention to the fact that electricity cost 

in the U.S. is not as high as that in China: the more electricity is used, the lower rate of 

the cost is, which is just the opposite in China. If an American office building can save 

that much on energy cost with a GHP system, how much more would a Chinese office 

building save over a conventional system! 

Writers may also use a quote from Laotse to support the concept behind the GHP 

system. Laotse says, "7ez:i!!, J&~~rmit<~~)E; AZ:11!, ~~,@~$~~" (Chen 

1988, 346). [It is the Way of Heaven to take away from those that have too much and 

give to those that have not enough. Not so with man's way: He takes away from those 

that have not and gives it as tribute to those that have too much) (Lin 1948, 306)]. The 
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GHP system follows ::xzit (the Way of Heaven), because it transfers the solar energy, 

which has an inexhaustible supply, and wtlich is available to everybody who has a piece 

of ground, to meet the heating and cooling needs of the people. In contrast, conventional 

systems follow A.Zit (man's way), because they consume the already limited gas, or 

fuel oil, or propane to produce energy for heating and cooling. 

In fact, the phrase mt~ ~rffif~~ )E (take away from those that have too much 

and give to those that have not enough) has become an idiom well-known to ordinary 

Chinese people. Writers can use this idiom as a subtitle for their promotional brochure 

included in the proposal package. To enhance the culture-specific flavor, they may print 

the idiom in the Chinese original. 

Meanwhile, to follow universal ethical standards, writers should make sure that all 

the figures supplied to show the benefits of the GHP system are true and correct, and all 

the persuasive means used, including quotes and examples, are really supported by facts. 

In other words, the GHP system needs to be as energy saving, cost effective, etc. as the 

document is trying to have the readers believe by all these persuasive means. 

Make plentiful use of visuals. 

Many researchers have recognized the positive functions of visuals in information 

processing. Robert McKim, for example, regards visuals as a more concrete language for 

communication, complementary to text (1980). In technical communication, especially, 

researchers have advocated the use of visuals for various reasons. Visuals facilitate 

understanding with their concrete images made of simple shapes and patterns (Kapp 
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1957; Lefferts 1981; Weiss 1991). Visuals are efficient because they reveal information 

I 

at one glance, and they are persuasive by fonding authority to the information 

(Killingsworth and Gilbertson 1988). Visuals aid retention (Barton and Barton 1987). 

Consequently, it may seem superfluous to recommend using visuals in technical 

documents addressing the Chinese. 

Functions of visuals should be considered in the context of the reader. The ability 

to process visuals may vary with different people. "There are word-readers and diagram-

readers" (Weiss 1991, 67). The visual language also has strong cultural implications; the 

same visual elements may invoke different responses from people of different cultures. 

Even two people sharing the same culture can see the same visual but think different 

thoughts because of their diverse past experiences (McKim 1980). Visuals are therefore 

one of the significant elements to which cross-cultural technical communicators should 

pay special attention. 

Because the Chinese typically think in a holistic and relational mode, and they use 

logographic symbols, they have developed a superior ability to process visuals. 

Technical communicators addressing the Chinese can therefore make plentiful use of 

visuals in the documents. At the same time, when designing visuals for the Chinese, they 

should take into account some cultural factors. This section first explains the rationale 

for this guideline, then suggests the kind of visuals that may better suit the Chinese 

readers, and finally discusses the design elements of shape, color, and text arrangement. 
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Why use plenty of visuals 

As Killingsworth and Gilbertson (1988) have pointed out, visual images present 

the whole information at once to the viewer, whereas we can only hold several sentences 

in the mind at once. Besides, with their spatial arrangements, geometric shapes, lines, 

and arrows, visuals can best depict superordinate and subordinate relationships (DiCecco 

1992). These functions of visuals especially agree with holistic and relational thinking 

typical of the Chinese. The most distinctive feature of holistic and relational thinking is 

an emphasis on the whole and the various relationships of the parts that make up the 

whole. Visuals facilitate such thinking. 

Meanwhile, studies in experimental psychology also suggest that the Chinese may 

have superior visual and spatial abilities. It is common knowledge now that the left and 

right hemispheres of the brain are responsible for different types of tasks. The research of 

Sperry, Gazzaniga, and Bogen (1969) on split-brain patients provides direct evidence of 

hemisphere specialization of function. They found that written and spoken English are 

processed in the left hemisphere, which mainly takes care of analytical and sequential 

tasks, while the right hemisphere was superior in performing various visual and spatial 

tasks (Sperry et al. 1969). Their finding receives further support from behavioral research 

with normal subjects conducted by Hardyck, Tzeng, and Wang (1977, 1978) and Kimura 

(1973). One cannot help relating the left hemisphere processing of the English language 

to the analytical and linear thinking typical of the English-speaking people. Language 

and thinking have an interactional and interdependent relationship. 
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Similarly, researchers have studied visual lateralization with Chinese characters. 

However, they found that, unlike English alphabets, Chinese characters, which are typical 

logographic symbols, are processed in the right hemisphere, not the left (Hirata and 

Osaka 1967; Hatta 1976, 1977; Tzeng et al. 1977). "Reading Chinese characters is much 

more like a pattern recognition task, which is presumably carried out in the right 

hemisphere" (Tzeng et al. 1978, 289). In other words, every Chinese character is like a 

little image, and reading it requires visual abilities. 

The Chinese begin to learn these image-like characters one by one when they are, 

typically, four to five years old. As a good teaching method, these characters are 

presented to them as analogical visuals, so that the children not only find the learning 

process interesting but retain the characters well. (For example, attention is called to the 

extreme analogical likeness of the character for field, EEi, to the actual field.) 

Thus, the Chinese begin to exploit their visual abilities very early, although 

unconsciously, and throughout the rest of their lives, they constantly work with these 

characters, which means they are using their right hemisphere constantly. Because 

abilities are usually enhanced with use, it is logical to infer that the Chinese should have 

very good visual abilities. They should be what Edmond Weiss calls "good diagram 

readers" (1991, 67). The fact that the Chinese typically think in a holistic and relational 

mode, instead of an analytical and sequential mode, provides further support for this 

inference. 

As I have demonstrated in Chapter 2, the typical Chinese mode of thinking is 

reflected in the Chinese language. Holistic and relational thinking led the Chinese people 
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to develop a highly visual and relational language. Meanwhile, the use of this language, 

which occurs in the right hemisphere, further reinforces their relational and holistic 

thinking and enhances their visual and spatial abilities. 

Apart from the characters, the Chinese have been using visuals to illustrate terms 

and actions since ancient times. The well-known Taijitu, or the Taiji Visual (Figure 2-4 

in Chapter 2), which illustrates the interplay of yin and yang, is a very good example. 

With its two fish-like shapes, complete with heads, tails, and eyes, the visual appears 
I 

vividly real and alive. It not only makes the abstract concept concrete and easy to 

understand, but definitely helps remembering. 

Visuals are a part of many classic Chinese technical documents. The seventeenth-

century technical document, T'ien-Kung K'ai-Wu, or The Creations of Nature and Man 

(Sung 1637), is full of concrete illustrations. The copies on the next two pages (Figures 

4-1 and 4-2) are but two typical examples of its total 152 visuals that appeared in its 18 

chapters. The two excellent line drawings show clearly and vividly how soil is prepared 

for planting by ploughing and harrowing. 

Consequently, cross-cultural technical communicators can, in fact, should, make 

plentiful use of visuals when addressing their Chinese readers. At the same time, keeping 

in mind the distinctive features of Chinese culture and its typical thinking mode, and 

selecting and designing visuals accordingly will make the visuals in the technical 

documents even more effective with these readers. 
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Figure 1-1. Soil is loosened by ploughing. 

Figure 4-1. Example of concrete visuals used in a classical Chinese technical 
document. 

Source: Sung, Ying-Hsing. T'ien-Kung K'ai-Wu. Trans. by E-Tu Zen Sun and 
Shiou-Chuan Sun. University Park and London: The Pennsylvania State 
University Press, 1966. p. 5. 
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Figure 1-2. Soil is broken into fine particles by harrowing. 

Figure 4-2. Example of concrete visuals used in a classical Chinese technical 
document. 

Source: Sung, Ying-Hsing. T'ien-Kung K'ai-Wu. Trans. by E-Tu Zen Sun and 
Shiou-Chuan Sun. University Park and London: The Pennsylvania State· 
University Press, 1966. p. 7. 
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What type of visuals to use 

Visuals can be abstract even as words can be abstract. For example, charts, 

graphs, diagrams, and schematics are more abstract than orthographies projections, 

perspectives, or photographs (Mckim 1980). Similarly, visuals have also been 

differentiated into the concrete iconic and more abstract digital types (Hartley 1985; 

Brockmann 1990). Visuals of the iconic type, such as line drawings and photographs, 

reflect reality, and those of the digital type do not. 

For readers of Chinese culture, writers should try to use the more concrete visuals, 

or the iconic ones. As I have discussed in the previous chapter, the Chinese tend to think 

analogically, which is concrete thinking, in terms of the objects or events in the real 

world. Concrete thinking is one of the manifestations of relational and holistic thinking. 

The examples I mentioned earlier in this section are all concrete visuals. 

When designing visuals for the. Chinese readers, writers can take care that the 

visuals clearly reveal the relationship between the whole and the parts. For example, a 

line drawing of a machine part should not stand all by itself, separated from the whole 

machine. An arrow may be used to indicate where the enlarged part belongs in the whole 

machine. A pie chart with a piece of pie slightly separated but still clearly a part of the 

whole pie is another example that conveys the relationship of the part and the whole. 
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Design elements-shape 

Culture, along with background, accumulation of experiences, is critical for 

interpretation of visual images (Forsdale 1981; Griffin et al. 1994). Visual shapes have 

different connotations for different cultures. Chinese culture favors the circle or the 

round shape because it represents wholeness. All words and phrases associated with this 

shape denote features and qualities that are good and desirable. Besides its literal 

meanings of round, circular, and spherical, circle (lzg) also signifies fullness, completion, 

satisfaction, and tactfulness. For example, there are common phrases like lzg:n¥J,GltJ;IJ (a 

complete success), lzg:n¥Je,g~~ (a satisfactory answer), lzg~~e,gyaif (a sweet, mellow 

voice), lzg~ (skillful; proficient; dexterous), and lmim (flexible; accommodating). 

It is also common knowledge among the Chinese that the round shape symbolizes 

perfection, harmony, togetherness, and good luck. Considering the fact that the circle is 

the best representation of the whole, such extensions of meaning are only natural for a 

people whose typical thinking is holistic. It is the wish to achieve all those good things 

that brings the Chinese families all over the world together under the Mid-Autumn moon 

(August 15th on the lunar calendar), eating round-shaped moon cakes while admiring the 

perfect full moon up in the sky. Similarly, for the Lantern Festival (15th of the 1st lunar 

month), they make sweet balls of glutinous rice flour. 

If we place the perfectly round shape on one end of a continuum (See Figure 4-3 

on the next page), then the shape on the other end is the triangle, as the round curves 

gradually straightens into sharp comers. 
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Figure 4-3. Continuum of shapes in terms of associations. 

In Chinese culture, the sharp angle (~jij) is traditionally associated with negative 

features and qualities. A person described as a ~jij~1:j (craggy rock with sharp edges) 

is somebody who does not fit in, always hurts others; and is very difficult to deal with. A 

person who is ~~tl is acrimonious, biting, and mean. Besides, sharp angles are 

associated with aggressiveness, which is also an undesirable quality in Chinese culture. 

Such positive and negative connotations associated with roundness and sharpness 

are deeply rooted in Chinese culture. As I have discussed in the previous two chapters, 

the ultimate goal for the Confucianists is perfect harmony, and the circle is 

unquestionably the best shape that symbolizes perfect harmony. This perfect harmony is 

achieved through the interaction of Yin and Yang, which is symbolized by the Taiji 

visual. In their day-to-day interactions, people are supposed to follow the doctrine of 

mean, so that they would not disrupt the harmonious balance with any kind of extremes. 

Cross-cultural technical communicators should be aware of these cultural 

implications. Then, when using shapes in visual design, for example, when designing a 

logo, they may select those shapes that have the right connotations. Even if with a flow 
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chart, where it is usually necessary to use $everal different shapes, they should try to use 

shapes toward the circle end of the continuum and avoid the triangle and the shapes close 

to it. Otherwise, they may unknowingly produce undesirable consequences. 

Design elements-color 

Color is becoming an increasingly significant element in visual design, especially 

in the case of online documents, where the use of color does not incur additional cost. 

Color can play many functions in both document and graphic design, such as highlighting 

important items, setting different items apart, grouping similar items, making the page or 

graphic more visually appealing. Consequently, one cannot discuss visuals without 

discussing the color element. Like visual shapes, colors are also invested with great 

cultural implications, which, if not careful, may cause problems for cross-cultural 

technical communicators. 

When creating documents addressing the Chinese, the writer should be aware of 

the cultural implications of at least four colors and avoid using them in the wrong 

context. These colors are golden yellow, red, black, and white. While golden yellow and 

red signify only positive meanings, black and white have both positive and negative 

implications, depending on the context in which they appear. 

Golden yellow is the royal color of Chinese culture. In old dynasties, it was used 

exclusively by the kings. The king's robe, especially, was in golden yellow. Others 

would have incurred capital punishment if wearing or using this royal color. Because of 

this historical fact, golden yellow has always been associated with wealth and rank and 
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sumptuousness. Products wrapped in this color, or with golden yellow words imprinted 

on the wrapping usually convey to the Ch~nese an image of good quality and high class. 

Red is warm, happy, and lucky. It is used profusely on celebration and festival 

occasions, from the high-hung lanterns to gift wrapping papers, and to the cover of 

various certificates. On such occasions, golden yellow and red are often combined to 

enhance the atmosphere of festivity. For example, many greeting cards for the new year 

are set in these two colors, often with red characters on a golden yellow background, or in 

a golden yellow frame or border. 

For mourning, the Chinese use both black and white. They wear a black cloth 

band on their left arms. Women also wear a little white flower on their hair. It is also a 

common practice for people to send white flower wreaths to show mourning and express 

condolences. These white wreaths are placed around a picture of the deceased that is 

enlarged and framed in heavy black. Traditionally, men also wrap a white cloth band 

around their waist, and both men and woman wear black cloth shoes with a piece of white 

cloth roughly stitched onto the front surface. Nowadays, these latter expressions of 

mourning have been abandoned except in some of the rural areas. 

Black and white are thus closely associated with mourning and death. However, 

outside the mourning context, white also signifies purity, and black dignity. It is 

perfectly appropriate to use either of these two colors. For example, at wedding 

ceremonies, more and more Chinese brides are dressed in white and the bridegrooms in 

black suit. Still, in any other context but mourning, do not use a heavy black border to 

frame a white area. Such an image suggests death, hence ill luck. (A thin black box, of 
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one point size, is all right, because the taboo is on a heavy black box around a white 

area.) 

The meanings of these four colors are strictly contextual, and they cannot be 

misused in the wrong context. For example, it is definitely not appropriate to bring red 

into a mourning situation. Similarly, a joyous occasion should not be dominated by black 

and white colors. Other than such contextual considerations, technical communicators 

may use any color or combination of colors, as long as they are visually appealing, and 

they follow other established guidelines for using color in English technical documents. 

They can also use the same conventional colors for international symbols, such as using 

red for "stop" or warning, and green for "go ahead" or OK. 

Design elements-text arrangement 

Another element writers may consider when designing visuals for a Chinese 

audience is the spatial arrangement of the text. While English is written only from left to 

right, Chinese can be arranged both horizontally and vertically, as is shown in Figure 4-4 

on the next page. This feature of the language orthography has both positive and negative 

implications. 

The positive implication is that the writer has more choice in text arrangement. 

Because the Chinese are also used to reading from top to bottom, writers can consider 

arranging the text vertically without worrying about whether reading efficiency may be 

compromised. For example, instead of putting the caption at the usual position, below a 

picture or figure, they may put the caption in an upright rectangular text block, with only 
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Figure 4-4. Chinese text in ho~izontal (A) and vertical (B) formats. 
Source: People's Daily (overseas edition). Oct. 21, 1995. Supplements. 
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one or two words each line, placed side by; side with the picture or figure. Such 

arrangement may be especially useful where the visual is narrow and long, or where the 

viewing area is in a landscape mode, like the computer screen. 

The negative implication is that writers may need to provide a clearer cue for the 

point of entry on a page. The English-speaking reader's normal reverse S-shaped eye 

movement, from top left to bottom right, is only one of the two types of eye movement of 

the Chinese readers. The vertical format of the Chinese text is read from top to bottom, 

right to left. Usually, with a page dominated by text, this other type of eye movement 

would not cause any problem. The horizontal format of the text would automatically 

guide eyes to move from left to right. 

However, problems may occur when a page is dominated by pictures or visuals, 

as in a pictorial. In such cases, writers may need to provide a very clear cue as to where 

to start on the page to prevent any possible confusion. For example, numbering the 

visuals in an eye-catching format is only one of the simple means of pulling the eyes of 

the reader to the proper entry point. 

In sum, when creating technical documents for the Chinese readers, cross-cultural 

technical writers may include many visuals to explain concepts and actions and to help 

these readers to understand and remember the materials. However, when designing 

visuals, writers should consider the various culture-specific elements such as the readers' 

particular thinking mode, the cultural associations of shapes and colors, and their habitual 

eye movement on reading. Only when they take these elements into account and design 
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their visuals accordingly, can they create rblly effective visuals and avoid producing 

negative results. 

Application 

Writers of Oklahoma GHP International should use as many concrete visuals in 

their documents as possible. For example, they may use both pictures and line drawings 

to show the ground source heat pump system. Pictures can show how the system looks, 

and line drawings can show how the various components fit and function in the system. 

Both types of visuals can be used in the brochure. Writers may also include in the 

package fact sheets of their previous installations with pictures of the buildings and tables 

showing the space of the buildings and their savings. 

When designing the flow chart to show the various steps they will take to install 

the system, the writers should avoid the sharp shapes such as triangle, but use the circle, 

and other shapes closer to it on the continuum. So the flow chart may include such 

shapes as the circle, the oval, the square with rounded comers, the square, and the 

rectangle with rounded comers. They may also use the same light black box, instead of 

heavy ones, to enclose all their graphics in the proposal. 

They may find it a challenge to design their promotional brochure, because they 

want to include Chinese characters as well. The company may not consider it necessary 

to spend extra money on creating a two language (English and Chinese) brochure; the 

writers may at least put in Laotse's saying, JIR:{f ~fmf~~JE, in both Chinese and 

English versions, to lend authoritative support and to add a warm cultural touch. The fact 
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that Chinese can be read both horizontally 1 and vertically provides some design flexibility 

as well. Besides, where the space is tight, 'they may arrange a caption vertically side by 

side with the picture or graphic. 

When choosing colors for the brochure, writers should definitely not color the 

border in heavy black, if they are going to use a border for the brochure. Other than this 

taboo, writers may choose whatever colors that they normally think would be appropriate 

for such subject, such as blue, orange, etc. However, follow existing guidelines on use of 

color, such as using no more than 5 colors, because too many colors may be distracting to 

the reader (Rubens 1988). Writers should not use red and golden yellow just because 

they know these two colors have positive associations for the Chinese. They need to 

consider the particular occasion and the subject matter as well. 

Conclusion 

This chapter discusses six guidelines that cross-cultural technical communicators 

may follow when creating documents for Chinese readers. These guidelines are derived 

from an understanding of the significant cultural features of the Chinese people covered 

in the previous two chapters. They include holistic and relational thinking, focus on 

relationships, analogical reasoning, respect for authorities, emphasis on history, and the 

visual and relational character of the Chinese language. Explanation of the guidelines 

brings in additional elements, such as focus on the group and cultural implications of 

certain colors and shapes. Consequently, although, there are only six guidelines, they 
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involve many cultural elements and certainly a great deal of information about Chinese 

culture. 

The guidelines also cover a considerable number of elements usually involved in a 

technical document, ranging from tone to organization to persuasion to visuals. Knowing 

these guidelines and understanding th.eir reasons will help cross-cultural technical 

communicators to develop more effective documents suited to the readers of Chinese 

culture. 

At the same time, writers should remember that guidelines are only suggestions, 

not rules (Anderson 1991). Writers need to use good judgment when applying them in 

their particular writing situations. 
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CHAPTERS 

CONCLUSION 

As China's immensity and rapidly growing economy attract more and more 

international investors, manufacturers, and other business people, the need to study how 

to communicate technical information to the Chinese grows. Chinese culture in many 

ways is very different from Western cultures. In order to produce technical documents 

that effectively address the Chinese, cross-cultural technical communicators need to 

understand the culture, especially its thinking and distinct persuasive techniques. 

Practical guidelines based on such an understanding are especially needed to help cross­

cultural technical communicators to adapt their technical documents to the cultural and 

cognitive features and capabilities of the Chinese reader. 

Yet, despite the need, until the present study, no work of cross-cultural technical 

communication involving Chinese culture exists; nor are there guidelines to help English­

speaking cross-cultural technical communicators with the challenging task of 

communicating to readers of this different culture. This study meets the need of reality 

and fills a void existing in international technical communication. 

Thinking mode and persuasive features are two important elements that are 

closely related to technical communication. Thinking is the fundamental basis of 

information processing, a crucial part of technical communication. Technical 

176 



communication is also persuasive communication, which in a cross-cultural context, is 

even more true. This study focuses on these two important elements of technical 

communication in its examination of Chinese culture. The examination results in six 

practical guidelines for cross-cultural technical communicators writing to the Chinese. 

By briefly examining five aspects of Chinese culture, including native Chinese 

philosophy, the fundamental Chinese world outlook, the Chinese language, Chinese 

painting, and the contemporary Chinese model of morality, the study demonstrates that 

Chinese culture is dominated by holistic and relational thinking. 

Such a mode of thinking of Chinese culture, different from the typical Western 

mode of linear and analytical thinking, has profound implications for cross-cultural 

technical communicators creating documents for the Chinese. In order to make their 

documents effective, cross-cultural technical communicators need to create their 

documents in a way that suits the cognitive features of their Chinese readers. The study, 

therefore, takes a step further. Based on the understanding achieved about the Chinese 

mode of thinking, it develops guidelines for organizing information, explainig the strange 

and complex, and using visuals when creating technical documents addressing the 

Chinese. Examples from existing Chinese technical documents both illustrate and 

support these guidelines. 

The Chinese holistic and relational thinking has also produced a distinctive 

feature in Chinese persuasion, that is, heavy use of analogy. The study demonstrates the 

importance and prevalence of this feature by analyzing Chinese persuasions in a variety 

of situations. Because analogical thinking recognizes and exploits similarities between 
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things, analogy used in Chinese persuasion takes a broader sense. It includes not only 

cases where a is to b as c is to d, but also uses of metaphors, similes, especially historical 

examples. 

This feature of Chinese culture suggests that what Petty and Cacioppo (1986) 

define as central and peripheral cues for persuasion in their Elaboration Likelihood theory 

needs to be considered in a cultural context. Peripheral cues in one culture may be central 

cues in another. For Chinese culture, analogies of various kinds play a significant role in 

persuasion. This understanding of the Chinese persuasive feature suggests specific 

strategies cross-cultural technical communicators may take to persuade their Chinese 

readers. The study summarizes the strategies in the form of a guideline as well. 

Discussion of Chinese thinking and persuasion has also brought in a few 

important Chinese cultural values that have implications for cross-cultural technical 

communicators. For example, the value of history and age explains the power of 

historical examples and authority in persuasion. The value of harmony leads to an 

extreme emphasis on relationships and the interest of the group, as well as an excessive 

concern about one's "face." The study also provides guidelines for cross-cultural 

technical communicators based on the understanding of these cultural values. 

Thus, the dissertation provides a good understanding of Chinese culture, focusing 

on thinking and persuasion, which are two important elements in technical 

communication. Further, based on this understanding, it develops six well-supported 

guidelines. These guidelines will provide immediate help for cross-cultural technical 

communicators writing to the Chinese. They will help the communicators to adapt their 
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technical documents actively to the cultural and cognitive features and capabilities of the 

Chinese readers, thereby making their documents more effective. 

The study also lays a foundation for further guideline development. With the 

understanding provided by the study and the huge amount of information that is the basis 

of the understanding, along with their own practical experience, cross-cultural technical 

. communicators can develop additional guidelines to address issues arising in the 
" 

localization prqgess. 
'-

As a preliminary study, this dissertation serves as a starting point for further 

· research as well. Eommunicating technical information to readers of the Chinese cultural 

background is a fascinating field involving many issues. Because of limited time and 

resources, I was only able to cover a very small part of it and that in a general way. 

However, thts generalness is sometimes necessary to provide a foundation for further 

study. 
•. 

One immediate next step, for example, may be to test the guidelines with 

. empirical study. Until they are empirically proved, these guidelines remain 

recommendations or well-supported hypotheses, €1,S is the case with many other guidelines 

presented in the field of international technical communication. 

More research is particularly needed with regard to the use of visuals. Questions 

for further study include how the Chinese actually process visuals, whether differences 

exist in the way the English-speaking people and the Chinese process visuals, how 

visuals function in Chinese technical communication, what are the specific functions of 

specific types of visuals, what type of visuals is more persuasive for the Chinese, what 
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type least persuasive, whether they function entirely the same way as those in English 

technical communication, etc. 

Another study may be to do a series of comparative studies of the English and 

Chinese technical documents, each focusing on a specific genre, such as the user manual 

or proposal. Such study may uncover culture-specific features of the correspondent 

Chinese document and result in more specific guidelines for cross-cultural technical 

communicators. 

Although technical communication programs still need to be established in 

Chinese colleges and universities, China has begun to be aware of the importance of 

technical communication. There were already Chinese technical communicators 

participating in an international teleconference hosted by Germany in 1995, and a Taiwan 

branch of the Society for Technical Communication has already established (Warren 

1996). There are STC members in Hong Kong as well. 

Under such conditions, and with the role of the "Greater China" in world 

economy growing increasingly important, research in both Chinese culture-focused cross­

cultural technical communication and Chinese technical communication will develop 

quickly. Research samples will then become more available for empirical study, and 

cooperative study of English-speaking and native Chinese researchers will also be 

possible. Then, more research questions will come on agenda. 

The function of this study then goes beyond filling a void and meeting the needs 

of the reality by providing a good understanding of Chinese culture and some practical 

guidelines for the cross-cultural technical communicator. It will also contribute to the 
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development of this field by raising questions for further research and generating interest 

in this particular area of international technical communication. 
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