Bahk-Halberg

Culture Bump: A “Bull in a China Shop” Experience

bull in a china shop 

Definition: someone who is clumsy; someone who upsets other people's plans

Explanation: Used when talking about a person who is rather insensitive

Examples: He was like a bull in a china shop with our new clients. - His lack of understanding made him appear as a bull in a china shop.

(From About.com)

Maybe this definition is not exactly right for this assignment; it may be more like a blind man swinging his cane around wildly in a china shop I guess. It’s not about insensitivity as much as ignorance or blindness about a culture. 
Please think about an cross-cultural problem or “bump” that has to do with communication, especially one that’s about more than just language confusion. It should take between 10 and 20 minutes to describe your example.

You will be evaluated on creativity and how well you explain your ideas, so of course, speaking loudly and clearly to ensure we understand your meaning is critical.  We will take a few minutes after each presentation to ask questions and discuss how well it went. Please give me a clear and understandable written version of your explanation or role play on paper before you present it to us in class. Like all written assignments in this class, please make sure this one is typed on A4 paper and double-spaced (no title pages please – let a few more trees survive).

Here’s an example that happened to a friend:

We had a mini-adventure together
The setting: Yongsan Electronics market.

On the way back from the U.S., my friend saw a catalog item in the airline catalog: a pair of wireless headphones that would make it easy for him to watch a late night TV when his wife and kids went to bed early. They were $30 or so. So he asked me to go with him to Yongsan and look around for something like that.  We had no luck at the headphone accessory place, so we wandered into a high-end audio shop with lots of expensive equipment.

Perched on top of a stereo system was a nice, expensive-looking pair of cordless headphones. They were right there on display, so my friend slipped them on. As he gently stretched them to fit over his head and ears, we both heard a little sound -- "crack." 

Uh-oh.

They really looked like a nice pair of headphones, but the plastic cover over the part that connects the two phones on top of the head cracked right in the middle. 

The poor little salesman looked at my friend and said something about how he had "possed" (forced) the headphones over his head, as if he'd been doing stretching exercises with the things instead of trying to slip them on. His English was very limited, of course, so he started trying to translate his Korean into English with the help of a very primitive translation app on internet, coming up with nonsense sentences like "You want to pay this job?" and "How you like fix water?"

After several variations of these, with our limited Korean, my friend made it clear he had no interest in buying the flimsy
headphones.
Still, he asked how much they cost. 


"Ee baek mahn won," the salesman replied. 

“Two million won?” (about $2,000 US), my friend gasped. “I don't think so.” 

This little drama was beginning to get interesting.

However, my friend was clear in indicating he was not interested in buying.

It was communicated to him that he must pay because he had "possed" (forced) the headphones with all his muscle power. He didn't think so. I tended to agree, but no one asked my opinion.

Just then the shop manager came in.

He heard the whole story from his well-dressed salesman, looked at the pair of  foreigners in shorts, T-shirt and sandals, and immediately passed judgment.

The price was now at 800,000 won -- the young salesman said he had made a mistake with the original 2 million won amount. That still seemed kind of high for trying on a pair of headphones. It dropped quickly to 200,000 won, then 150,000 won, and finally 100,000 won.

My friend wasn't interested in paying 10 won for the headphones. He’d just wanted to try them on.  Unlike some people who’ll pay a lot of money to avoid a little embarrassment, my friend didn't think it was worth 100,000 won to avoid the hassle.
So the salesman and manager again said my friend had to pay and he respectfully disagreed.  They threatened to call the cops. 

“Okay, call them,” he said.

This was getting downright entertaining. 15 or 20 minutes later, the two police

officers arrived. After listening to the manager's tale of woe, the older cop lectured my friend in Korean forcefully for several minutes.
Neither of us followed the lecture well, but we assumed the gist was, "Why don't you just pay these guys the 100,000 won so we can avoid all this trouble?"

My friend focused on the younger officer, who appeared to understand English to some degree. To this man, Officer Lim, he said, "If I must pay, I will pay, but I don't think I should have to pay. I don't know who tried these headphones on before me; they are on display for customers to try on, and I wanted to see how they fit. If they break when you try them on, I don't think that's the customer's fault and I don't want to pay."

It was a little long, and my friend made his statement in small chunks, but Officer Lim seemed to understand his meaning.

My friend repeated what to him was the main point. He wanted to be absolutely sure he didn't make a legal mistake. "If I must pay, I will pay. Are you officers telling me I have to pay?"

Officer Lim looked at him with an embarrassed smile and said, "No, I don't say you must pay."

At this point, my friend was ready to leave. While there was some confusion due to intercultural communication, it also seemed to both of us that there was still an attempt to intimidate him to pay something for some flimsy headphones. This was Yongsan Electronics Market, after all.

The whole time, my friend had not behaved like an ugly American, though he is from Chicago. He had been polite to both the salesman and the manager, and apologized profusely to both of them. He did not feel that the broken headphone was his fault, but he did apologize several times for the hassle, and even apologized to the police for taking their time.

The store manager, of course, was not satisfied with an apology from my friend. He wanted cash for the expensive, fragile headphones. Though officer Lim understood my friend, he was hesitant to speak English. My friend and I had tried calling a couple friends to interpret, but it was the middle of the afternoon and no one was available.

Officer Lim got another police colleague on the phone who was even more useless to the communication process than anything that had occurred so far. My friend got on the phone with this person to hear him say haltingly, " YOU ....... MUST ........PAY ........10........ MILLION ....... WON."

“Cheon mahn won?” my friend repeated in disbelief, looking around the room. 
The well-known fact that figures, and especially figures used in talking about

money, were the source of some of the most confusion in Korean-English interpreting, had been proven yet again.

The manager's last resort was to get some Korean passerby who spoke English to help him squeeze that 100,000 won out of my friend’s pocket.

This guy ("I live in L.A. three years") came in and started explaining to us the difference between American and Korean store etiquette. Both of us have lived in Korea for some time. We told him we understood and again, my friend repeated that he thought the problem was in the headphones and not in his brute strength as he put the things on over his head, which is where they were meant to go. 

Again he repeated, "If I must pay, I will pay. But I don't think I should pay for this problem. It's a risk of owning a store and having products on display. I didn't come into the shop and deliberately push a stereo over onto the floor and smash it. I tried on some headphones, which is why they are on display, and I think they broke because they are flimsy."


Things to think about:

What do you think happened next?

What did my friend do right/wrong?

What did the store personnel do right/wrong?
What did the police do right/wrong?

What is the legally correct thing to do?

What is the morally correct thing to do?

What would you have done if you had tried on the headphones and they broke?

The assignment:

Think of your own embarrassing, confusing, or interesting experience with another language and culture, either here or abroad. Tell us about it, and make it interesting. This presentation is assignment number one. Please try to talk about something that is not simply a language mistake problem, but “languacultural” incident, something related to the difficulty of communicating between cultures.
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