B INTERCULTURAL COMMUNICATION BRITAIN AND AMERICA

DIVIDED BY CULTURE

Britové a Ameri¢ani hovofi stejnym jazykem a presto je oddéluje mnohem vic nez jen ocean. V éem ony

rozdily spocivaji? Britsky autor RoBERT GIBSON 0 nich hovoril s Americanem Patrickem Schmidtem, Sko-

litelem mezikulturnich dovednosti.

eorge Bernard Shaw described Britain and
America as “two countries divided by a sin-
gle language”. One would think that Britons
and Americans must have a similar culture
because of common roots and, above all, a
common language. Perhaps surprisingly, however,
subtle cultural differences have a much more significant
impact on British-US communication than the relative-
ly minor linguistic ones. These cultural differences are
particularly dangerous because they are so unexpected.

In her bestselling book Watching the English (see box,
page 32), the British-born writer Kate Fox comments on
differences between Americans and Britons. One key
area involves people’s attitude to modesty. She writes:
“While the English are no more naturally modest or
self-effacing than other cultures — if anything, we are
inclined to be rather arrogant — we do put a high val-
ue on these qualities.”

This means, according to Fox, that most Britons dis-
like “hard sell” in advertising and marketing, which
they associate with Americans. She also writes that the
English, unlike Americans, distrust salespeople and do
not express their complaints directly.

Privacy is highly valued by the British, who can be
shocked by Americans’ apparent wish to talk to every-
one they meet. Americans often comment on the indi-
rectness of British communication. Kate Fox quotes an
American visitor who asked her why the British could
not be “a bit more direct, you know, a bit more up-
front? We would, as she pointed out, save ourselves and
everybody else a great deal of trouble.” For the British,
American directness is seen as a sign of rudeness and of
a lack of education.

To get a better idea of some other important differ-
ences between Britons and Americans, I spoke to US
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intercultural expert Patrick Schmidt, who has spent
many years working with people from Britain.

What has been your involvement with the British?

When I started to work in Germany, I found most of my
colleagues were British. Since we spoke the same lan-
guage, [ assumed that it would be easy to connect with
them. Yet, with time, I noticed there were subtle differ-
ences in their communication style that surprised me.
For example, it never occurred to me that an accent
could give an indication that you went to an exclusive
“public” school and not to a state school. My Ameri-
can upbringing of “all men are equal” made me blind
to class status.

It took me several years to start to understand the
British mindset. George Bernard Shaw’s comment about
Britain and America being two countries divided by a
common language illustrates what I went through.
What he meant was that there are invisible cultural dif-
ferences that can make communication between the two
nations at times difficult, even with a supposedly com-
mon language. And he was so right!

Your remark about class differences is interesting. | have the
impression that these things are easier for outsiders to notice
than for those brought up in the country. | am always surprised
to experience the differences hetween Britain and America —
the common language, in my opinion, is deceptive. It leads
people to think that the culture is the same as well. What do »
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Shoot first, ask
questions later:
America meets

Britain

“British people
and Americans
have fundamentally
different ways
of communicating”






