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Chinese have used all forms of edible ingredients—from lotus roots, birds’ nests, and sea cucumbers 
to pig brains and fish lips. Because of a scarcity of fuel and raw materials, stir-frying was developed. 
Small pieces of meat, poultry, fish, or vegetables take only a few minutes to cook and thus save fuel.

For at least 5,000 years, rice has been grown in China. Its importance has made it synonymous 
with food and life. Rice is the symbol of well-being and fertility. Leaving one’s job is called breaking 
one’s rice bowl. It’s considered bad luck to upset a rice bowl. And the worst of all insults is to take 
another’s bowl of rice and empty it onto the ground. At the Chinese table, it’s the unspoken words that 
matter. The meal is the message. Chi fan!—Dinner is served!

High Versus Low Context

Another way that culture affects perception is whether the culture is high or low context. The concept 
of high-context and low-context cultures was popularized by Edward T. Hall (1976). Recall that con-
text was defined in Chapter 1 as the environment in which the communication process takes place and 
that helps define the communication. Table 2.1 shows examples of both types.

In some recent studies, European Americans and Japanese were shown scenes, each with a back-
ground scene and foreground objects (Miyamoto, Nisbett, & Masuda, 2006). In these experiments, 
they compared perceptions of changes in the foreground with perceptions of changes in the back-
ground. European Americans were significantly better at detecting changes in the foreground, while 
the Japanese were significantly better at detecting changes in the background. These studies have 
argued that Europeans (low context) focus attention on objects independent of context (i.e., perceive 
analytically), whereas East Asians focus on the context (i.e., perceive holistically).

Cultures in which little of the meaning is determined by the context because the message is encoded 
in the explicit code are labeled low context. Cultures in which less has to be said or written because 
more of the meaning is in the physical environment or already shared by people are labeled high context.

In his 1976 book, Hall focused attention on the communication of high-context and low-context 
cultures. Think of the difference this way: Upon meeting a stranger, your verbal communication with 
that person is highly explicit—or low context—simply because you have no shared experiences. You 
cannot assume anything. However, when you communicate with your sister or brother with whom 

Table 2.1  Level of Context, by Culture

High Low

China Switzerland

Japan Germany

Korea North America, including the United States

American Indian Nordic states

Most Latin American cultures

Southern and eastern Mediterranean cultures, such as 
Greece, Turkey, and the Arab states


