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bservations on

'Cross-Cultural

Electronic N etworkmg

BY JEFFREY SHAPARD

COMPUTER CONFERENCING is often
mentioned as a potential too! for encour-
aging cross-cultural communication. As
the co-founder of TWICS, I've observed
that you need more than the technical

* infrastructure of computers, modems,

software, and system administrators to
make a multicultural online communi-
cation system work.

TWICS is an electronic networking ser-
vice and central host computer facility
based in Tokyo, and supports an online

virtual community of multi-cultural na-

ture, more reminiscent of an international
trading port than a mainstream regional
or domestic on-line communication sys-
tem. And TWICS is an experiment in
cross-cultural electronic communications
whose members confront, and sometimes
transcend, boundaries of differing styles
of communicaticn and conditioned cul-
tural assumptions.

TWICS has an online user population of
around 700, with more than 200 accessing
from outside Japan. Another 200 belong
to private groups, most of whom have full
access to the public/ community areas.
Of the remaining 300 or so, some use the
system primarily for business purposes,
and others have social or personal reasons
as their priority, Most domestic users live
in the Kanto Plain region of Japan (the
greater Tokyo-Chiba-Kawasaki-Yokohama
metropolilan area, where a third of the
Japanese population is concentrated).

Half the domestic members of TWICS
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are Japanese, and the rest come from a
variety of cultures, though the large num-
ber of North Americans among Japan's
small gaijin population is reflected.

The large number of Japanese, residents
of Japan, and people interested in Japan,
on one hand, and the prevalence of Eng-
lish as the common language, on the other, .
are significant factors in the online style.
The overall communication atmosphere
is different from the large national infor-
mation utilities of the USA and Japan,
which are dominated by the mainstream
cultures of those nations, and from re-
gional or specialist systems with interna-
tional access, which have user populations
of a more focused nature. Further, TWICS
members have access to inter-system dis-
cussions to balance the usual insularity

- of a single-host online commumty

Cross-cultuml networking is at the core
of almost all interaction on TWICS. These
observations about cross-cultural net-
working are not definitive, nor are they -
restricted to electronic media, but as the
world becomes more interconnected an

‘awareness of them becomes more impor-

fant for successful communication.

Language matters, in ways beyond the
most obvious (that people who do not
speak the same language have no way to .
communicate if they cannot do so face to



face) When you are using a medium like
electronic mail or computer conferenc-
ing, you cannot rely on smiles and ges-
tures and pictures scrawled on notepaper
to get your message across. All you have
are words. But if you have people from
different cultures using the same words,
you may have the linguistic illusion that
they are using the same language, when
this may not be the case. And if people
use a language native to some but not all
of them, it may also be an illusion to think
that the native speakers have an advan-
tage over the others.

Words are just consensual tags for com-
plex bundles of concepts, images, and
associations evolving from the processes
of cultural conditioning and personal ex-
perience. Most people take it for granted
that each word has a common shared
meaning, something that can actually be
looked up in a dictionary, when actually
that dictionary definition is just a tiny
seed surrounded by layers of added mean-
' ings and associations. Meaning is a vague,
squishy notion that keeps semanticists,
lawyers and philosophers employed and
can drive serious thinkers insane, yet we
assume that words have fixed inherent
meanings. It is athazing enough that two
people can communicate with words when
they have shared cultural conditioning
and personal experience, and it takes on
miraculous proportions when they are
from different backgrounds. When an
American says something in a computer
" conference and a Japanese looks up some
of the words in her bilingual dictionary,
where the English words are explained in
-Japanese using whole different bundles
of concepts and images and associations,
what the American understands herself to
have said and what the Japanese under-
stands to have been said will probably be
difierent. In a cross-cultural context, it is
important to choose your words well, to
use some redundancy, and to be prepared
. to say things in more than one way.

Native speakers may actually be at a dis-

advantage, especially when they are mono-

lingual and therefore not able to draw

on the conceptual resources of other lan-
guages. Native speakers may tend to think
out Joud, rambling along in writing while
they work out their ideas, and leaving it
up {o their audience to work out the logic.
A Japanese, communicating electronically
in English, may think long and hard about
what someone else has said, trying to get
the best understanding she can, then
spend much time writing her reply, care-
fully choosing what she fee!s are the clear-
est, most appropriate words to get her
ideas across. But if an American member
of her group discussion skims her reply
too quickly and fires off comments based
more on impressions than thoughtful con-
sideration, the Japanese member will feel
frustrated about putting so much time and
energy into her communication when her
partner does not. Likewise, if the Amer-
ican members flood the discussion with
long wordy notes because they do not
want to spend the time to be clear and
concise, and forget about the extra time
and energy it takes to work through such
screed in another language, then the Jap-
anese members will be silent, or withdraw
altogether, rather than waste their time
trying to communicate with people more
interested in speaking than listening.

Communication style is especially impor-
tant in cross-cultural contexts; it has a
strong influence on the tontent of elec-
tronic communications. The warm human
paralinguistic aspects of face to face
communications — the smile, the hand
on the shoulder, the tone of voice — are
not present. All we have are words, though
some people try to spice them with punc-
tuation and expressions like :-) and (smile).
What may be considered appropriate

by people {from one culture might differ
greatly in the way it is intexpreted by
people from another.

Even in electronic communication among
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" people from a single cultural background,
irony and sarcasm often backfire and -
cause misunderstanding, and emotional
outbursts flame across many a screen,
making their authors look foolish and
their audience feel bad. This is even more
50 in cross-cultural situations. A snide
comment, meant as a simple joke, may
be interpreted as an insult. Criticism of
someone’s ideas may be taken as a per:
sonal attack. An elegant exposition of

a point of view may be taken as boorish
pedantry if it does not allow openings for
others o offer alternative opinions, or
qualify that it is but one point of view.

One of the biggest conllicts in communi-
cation style between Japanese and people
from EuroAmerican cultures is that of
confrontational debate as a vehicle of
discussion. When, for example, our Jap-
anese participant sets forth a set of ideas
and is suddenly attacked by some Amer-
ican members of the online discussion
group, she is put into a defensive posi-
tion. The American members may not
actually disagree with her, but may merely
be taking opposing positions for the sake
of discussion, engaging in an intellectual
sport typical of Western communication
style. However, she may feel that her per-
sonhood is being attacked, as she is not
used to separating her ideas from her
personality. If some of her ideas and their
supporting arguments are first recognized
and given credit, and alternative posi-
tions are then gently introduced as such,
the situation is quite different from that
where lines of dualistic pros and cons
are drawn. And if she has taken an in-
formed position as a result of serious

- thought and research; while her elec-
tronic respondents are just playing games
with opinions, she may consider the whole
exercise a waste of time and withdraw,
1o everyone's loss. Why should she waste
her time when the rules of the game are
such that one side wins and the other
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loses, rather than both sides learning and
moving together to some middle ground,
especially when it appears that those she
is talking with have already made up their
minds that they are, in fact, correct and
she is wrong?

Cultural assumptions always exist as sha-
dows in the background. It is essential to
effective cross-cultural communication to
examine where they are influencing your
behavior and attitudes and getting in the
way. They are dangerous when ignored,
but merely distractions when dealt with
honestly. ‘

One assumption that often causes prob-
lems is that active participation means
active speaking/writing. So-called “lurk-
ing,” or sitting back and following a dis-

. cussion without contributing anything, is

considered bad, and lurkers are chastised
for taking without giving anything back
in return. Active listeners are not given
credit for their silence when they feel they
have nothing to add. In Japan, lurkers

" are called ROMs (Read-Only Members),

and active speakers always hope that the
ROMs will step in when they have some-
thing to say, If they are encouraged rather
than criticized, they will do 5o eventually,
when they are ready. Listeners are im-
portant, too, and quite a few online
discussions could be improved signifi-
cantly if the members would put as much
energy into their listening as they do
their speaking.

Another attitude, mentioned previously,
that frequently inhibits cross-cultural
networking is that debate is good com-
munication. It can be, but it can also
drive away the very people from whom
you might learn the most. Many Japanese

" just do not like confrontation. They find

it stressful and nonproductive, and they
avoid it. Debate is seen as argument, and
argument is seen as something angry
people do when they are not mature
enough to sit down and listen carefully

to the other person's ideas and work to-
gether toward some common understand-
ing. This does not mean that there are no



debates or arguments among Japanese —
there are, and they can be particularly
vicious, which only serves to reinforce
alternative cultural assumptions about
the value of consensus-building over
confrontation.

Related fo attitudes toward debate is the |

more deeply rooted assumption that dual-
ity is a given fact of nature, rather than a
matter of interpretation. This or that, pro
or con, right or left, true or false, good
or bad, all these logical constructs may
interfere signilicantly when communi-.
cating with people who can also accept
the logical validity of this and that, pro
and con, right and left, true and false,
good and bad, and/or-somewhere-in-
between depending on the circumstances.

The anthropological linguist Edward Sapir
talked about culture and language as two
sides of the same coin. His student in
linguistics, Benjamin Lee Whorf, was also
interested in the relationship between
language and perceptions of reality. After
years spent studying the Hopi language
and the way it is used to talk about the
world in a manner completely different ‘
from the Indo-European languages he was

familiar with, he began to talk
about the way language and
mind influence each other,

of a linguistic relativity “which
holds that all observers are not led
by the same physical evidence to the
same picture of the universe, unless
their linguistic bacquoum;s are sim-
ilar, or can in some way be calibrated.”
In commuﬁicatiop with people from dif-
ferent cultural backgrounds you have to
bear in mind that your most basic assump-
tions about reality itself are probably
culturally induced. C

All the issues discussed here exist as prob-
lems on TWICS, but once in a while some
manage to transcend them and real com-
munication begins. Our electronic medi-
um is still young, and as the world online
becomes more interconnected, new com-
munities will emerge and evolve. The i
ability 1o sit in your home or office and
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Connecting With The Japanese Online Community

TWICS functions as an internal communi-
cation system for the International Educa-
tion Centler, providing commercial services
externally to individuals and organizations
in Japan and abroad. The first system began
* in 1984, and the present system has been
online since 1986, when TWICS Company,
Lid., incorporated. TWICS has been inter-
nationally accessible through public data
networks since 1986, and linked to inter-
national email networks through DASnet
_since 1987. New global connections con-
tinue through close inter-system relations
with The Meta Network (US), The London
Caucus (UK), and others.

Specializing in group communications and
connectivity, TWICS is unique in Japan for
its global orientation and use of English as
the common system language, and unique in
the online world for its multicultural com-
munity. To promote this, TWICS continues
to provide free user accounts to people
cutside Japan.

gain different perspectives of reality offers . tion with
great potential for human growth and people from
much hope for our common future. = different
cultural
i backgrounds
you have to
B bear in mind
that your
Tochie Talk: TWICS uses a DEC MicroVAX most b“f‘"
I under VAX/VMS 4.6 running jCAUCUS, assumptions ¥
PARTICIPATE, VMS MAIL with DASnet in- : ¥
torsystom lnks, and DECUSUUCPto JUNET  Jf] Q00U reality ¢
and direct sites in Japan and abroad, and % itself are L
various real-time and file transfer utilities. i pl'ObdblY {
Access (parameiers = 8N1): After connect- culturully |
ing in one of the following ways, press f-
{RETURN} a couple of times, and login at i

i induced.

the username prompt as GUEST or NEW.

NTT DDX-P: 4401 3612065. NIS/TYMNET:
TYMPAS (NISJPN) 524 or 4406 20000524;
direct modem: +81-3-351-8244.

For more information, contact TWICS/IEC,
1-21 Yotsuya, Shinjuku-ku, Tokyo 160,
Japan. Tel: +81-3-351-5977; fax:
+81-3-353-8908; email:
TWICS@dctwes.das.net (JUNET:
TWICS@twics.co.jp). O

N - ﬂl‘!:\m.g;

27 GATE FIVE ROAD  SAUSALITO, CA 94965 3 5

143>



SPECIAL INAUGURAL REPRINT ISSUE: INFORMATION ENVIRONMENT TOOLS

AND IDEAS Whole Earth Review Dedicated to the Incoming Administration 20 January
1996 - Link Page

Previous Founding Father Knows Best (Spring 1991)

Next Cross-Cultural Communications & Computer- Supported Cooperative Work (Winter 1990)

Return to Electronic Index Page



	SPECIAL INAUGURAL REPRINT ISSUE: INFORMATION ENVIRONMENT TOOLS AND IDEAS Whole Earth Review Dedicated to the Incoming Administration 20 January 1996                                                                                                          
	Preface, Appreciation and Table of Contents
	Industrial Ecology: An Environmental Agenda for Industry (Winter 1992)
	Army Green (Fall 1992)
	Will the Military Miss the Market? (Fall 1992)
	E3i: Ethics, Ecology, Evolution, and Intelligence (Fall 1992)
	Telegeography: Mapping the New World Order (Summer 1992)
	We Need A National Public Network (Spring 1992)
	The Coevolution of Governance (Spring 1992)
	In the Absence of the Sacred (Winter 1991)
	Assessing the Impacts of Technology (Winter 1991)
	Winning the Peace (Winter 1991)
	Reclaiming Our Technological Future (Winter 1991)
	Privacy & Technology (Winter 1991)
	Genes, Genius, and Genocide (Winter 1991)
	Information Doesn't Want (Fall 1991)
	Electronic Democracy: The Great Equalizer (Summer 1991) AND Pertinent Book Reviews (Summer 1991)
	Computer Conferencing: The Global Connection(Summer 1991)
	The Global Commons (Summer 1991)
	Electronic City Hall (Summer 1991)
	Conscious Democracy Through Electronic Town Meetings (Summer 1991)
	Earthtrust: Electronic Mail and Ecological Activism (Summer l99l)
	The Electronic Frontier Foundation and Virtual Communities (Summer 1991)
	Highways of the Mind (Spring 1991)
	Access to Political Tools: Effective Citizen Action (Spring 1991)
	Founding Father Knows Best (Spring 1991)
	Observations on Cross-Cultural Electronic Networking (Winter 1990)
	Cross-Cultural Communications & Computer- Supported Cooperative Work  (Winter 1990)
	Toward Co-Emulation: Japan and the United States in the Information Age (Winter 1990)
	Crime and Puzzlement: The Advance of the Law on the Electronic Frontier (Fall 1990)
	Outlaws, Musicians, Lovers, and Spies (Summer 1990)
	Life Work (Spring 1990)
	Restoration: Shaping the Land, Transforming the Spirit, WER (Spring 1990)
	How to Heal the Land (Spring 1990)
	Hello, Central: Phone Conferencing Tips (Winter 1989)
	The Usenet Underground: Tap Into a Worldwide Network Built on Controlled Anarchy & Nearly Free Access (Winter 1989) AND Pertinent Book Reviews,(Winter 1989)
	Ethnobotany: The Search for Vanishing Knowledge (Fall 1989)
	Social Security Numbers: And Other Telling Information (Fall 1989)
	The Gesture of Balance (Summer 1989)
	Living in the Office (Summer 1989),
	The Portable Office (Summer 1989)
	Distance Learning: Tuning In to the World's Lessons on Satellite TV (Winter 1988)
	Gossip (Winter 1988)
	Stewart Brand, Gossip (Winter 1988)
	Marilyn Ferguson, Gossip (Winter 1988)
	Rick Fields, Gossip (Winter * 1988)
	Garrett Hardin, Gossip (Winter 1988)
	Sam Keen, Gossip (Winter 1988)
	Art Kleiner, Gossip (Winter 1988)
	Tim Leary, Gossip (Winter 1988)
	Ted Nelson, Gossip (Winter 1988)
	Roy Rappaport, Gossip (Winter 1988)
	A Village Called The WELL (Fall 1988)
	Software Bestiary: Computer Parasites & Remedies--A Catalogue of First Sightings of Real & Imaginary Beings (Fall 1988)
	Getting Over the Information Economy (interview by James Walsh) (Summer 1988)
	The Material Basis of Emotions with inset, Mind as Information (Summer 1988)
	The Information-Wants-To-Be-Free Business Strategy (Spring 1988) AND Untranslatable Words (Winter 1987)
	Bio-Acoustics: Habitat Ambience & Ecological Balance (Winter 1987)
	MEMETICS: The Science of Information Viruses (Winter l987)
	An Intelligent Guide to Intelligence (Winter 1987)
	An Incomplete History of Microcomputing (Spring l987)
	Electronic Cottage on Wheels (Spring  1987)
	A Gaian Politics (Winter 1986)
	The World Information Economy (interview by Stewart Brand) (Winter 1986)
	Society of Mind (Summer 1986)
	Etiquette for the Age of Transparency: Public Access to Public Monitoring From Space (Spring 1986)
	What Have You Got to Hide? (Spring 1986)
	Six Grave Doubts About Computers (January 1985)
	Public Image (January 1985)
	Digital Retouching: The End of Photography as Evidence of Anything (July 1985)
	The Health Hazards of Computers: A Guide to Worrying Intelligently, WER (Fall 1985),
	Silence is a Commons: Computers Are Doing to Communication What Fences Did to Pastures and Cars Did to Streets, CEO (Winter 1983)
	Force Without Firepower: A Doctrine of Unarmed Military Service, CEO (Summer 1982)
	Whole Earth Models & Systems, CEO (Summer 1982)
	Uncommon Courtesy: A School of Compassionate Skills (Summer 1982)
	For More Punishment: Whole Earth Review Subscription Forms AND American Intellictence Journal Subscription
	For More Punishment: Open Source Solutions, A Non-Profit Organization AND OSS 92 Proceedings/Video Order Form AND OSS 93 Expression of Interest (to Receive Mail Notice)


