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IssueNo. 20

‘Not-a-Mindboggler’ Answers

Fantasia Beethoven Overture Hymn
Violin Chopin Baroque Lyre

Harp Baritone Percussion Stave
Eroica Quartet Soprano Piccolo
Tchaikovsky Accompaniment Rhapsody Semibreve

Thewinnersare:

Name Department

Wong Po-to Customs and Excise Department

Cheung Shui-yu Food and Environmental Hygiene Department
Charm Ling-sheung Department of Health

Lam Ling-sheung Housing Department

Wong Lai-kuen Office of the Government Chief Information Officer

They will be notified individually by post.
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My Second Home

| have now lived and worked in Hong Kong for over 21 years,
which isin fact longer than | lived in the United Kingdom before
coming to Hong Kong at the age of 19. After such atime, itis
sometimes easy to forget the initial impressions and impact a new
culture and environment has on the person experiencing it all for
thefirst time. After arecent trip to Japan, alot of these memories
were stirred in me once again due to the lack of English language
penetration in that country.

| arrived in Hong Kong in 1984 and was amost immediately
plunged into one of the biggest events of the year — the Chinese
New Year celebrations. At that time this festival resulted in many
shopsand businesses actualy closing down for the holiday — similar
to a Christmas break in the United Kingdom — and thus the new
arrival was left rather in the lurch with many attractions of the city
unavailable. The New Year festivitieswith days assigned to visiting
relatives, staying at home to avoid arguments, etc would only impact
onmein later yearswhen | had my own wife and family, but it was
interesting asanew arrival to read about the festival and to observe
familiesin their “Sunday Best” travelling around with wrapped tins
of biscuits under their arms.

It was also atreat to witness the fireworks and to hear for the
first timethe “waah!” from the crowd all around. | quickly realised
that | could always have a good vantage point as, being 6'4” tall, |
was literally head and shoulders over the rest of the crowd.

Of course the language made one of the deepest impressions
onme. Prior to arrival we had been told that we would be subject to
atwo-month intensive Cantonese course and previous students had

\ No culture can liveif it
-

N

Paul Renouf, Superintendent
Hong Kong Police Force

warned us of the “singing lessons’ to learn the tones and the fact
that one“word” could represent up to sSix meaningsjust by changing
thetone! Enough to make you board the next planehome! However,
since the eight of usin the class were al novices and in the same
boat, we put our mindsto it quickly with varying degrees of success.

Looking back on those days, | feel that those who succeeded
the most were those who were not shy to try out their new-found
linguistic skills on the unsuspecting local population—with differing
results. Unfortunately | was not one of those brave soulsand | feel
that my Cantonese approached amoderate standard only oncel was
forced to useit in awork situation on aday-to-day basis. That type
of language learning was akin to learning through “osmosis’ or in
other words absorbing the language from the environment around
me. One other way to describeit was“sink or swim”.

Another area of interest was food and, obvioudly, the use of
chopsticks. Thesetwo pieces of wood have now been mastered, but
| cannot teach anyone else how to use them or give away my secret!
| think | adapted to the food very quickly and have normally been
prepared to try most things— athough | admit to drawing aline at
chickens' feet and interna organs. Well, | know most of the people
reading thiswill say they taste great.

All in all, the experience of living and working in Hong Kong
has been one | treasure, and the discovery of new aspects to that
experience continues day by day. It can only be agreed that travel
widensthe mind, and | have never regretted my decision to cometo
Hong Kong those many years ago — and now | definitely call this
place home.

attempts to be exclusive. /)
Mahatma Gandhi
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Under the Chador

Women in Iran

| have dways perceved Iranian women as docile and domesticin
the male-dominated Idamic country — asharp contrast with women in
Western countries where both sexes have equd rights and opportunity.
During asummer coursein Cambridge, | met an Iranian lady, Mina. Her
accounts of |ranian women'slivestoday totally changed my perception.

Minadoesnoat fit in with my impresson of Iranian women. Sheis
outspoken and outgoing. Sherunsafurniture company with her husband,
meaking frequent businesstrips. Minahas her own views on the sociad
conventionsin her country. For example, Iranian women arerequired by
law to wear the chador. The black head-to-toe covering has long
symbolised the restraintsimposed on Iranian women. However, Mina
abides by therule, not in fear of punishment, but out of respect for the
Idamictradition. Minalovesher country andisproud of being an Iranian.
At thesametime, shewould liketo ssemorelraniansstudying Englishin
Britain, not only to raisether educational standard, but also togain more
exposure to the Western worl d.

According to Mina, things have changed for Iranian women. Itis

truethat inequalities between the sexes il prevail in her country. For
example, women are not alowed to choose their husbands, while men

Jamie Ng, Official Languages Olfficer II

Customs and Excise Department
can divorce easily, women seeking a divorce must go through along
legd battle; and women have fewer rightswith regard to inheritanceand
child custody. But today Iranian women are better educated. Somehave
goneto university or sudied abroad. WWomen have been given theright
tovoteand stand for dections. Whilethetop ministerid postsare mostly
held by men, thenumber of femadedivil sarvantshasbeen on theincresse.
Iranian women nowadays are much more visible in the socio-politica
scenethan before.

Iranian women have a so become more conscious of their rights.
They have started to stage demongtrations caling for equal socia and
politica rights. Some have taken the bold step of chdlenging age-old
traditions. For example, at therisk of being punished under the Idamic
law, some women defy the dress code by wearing shorter and brighter
coatsin the scorching summer; young girls go to mixed-sex parties or
wak hand in hand with boysin the street.

From my conversations with Mina, | have gained a better
understanding of women's status in present-day Iran. | have cometo
know thet direct encounters and firg-hand experience are thebest way to
dismantle culturdl sterectypes.
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People use more than words when they communicate with
each other: nodding, shaking their heads, knitting or raising their
eyebrows, wrinkling thelr noses etc. Facid expressonsand body
movements are effective communicators. One single gesture,
however, can carry amyriad of different meaningsin different
cultures. What we customarily use may be interpreted as peculiar,
or even rude, in other parts of the globe.

Takegesturesof gregtings. The handshakeisone of themost
popular gestures around the world. Most of ususe it, with afirm
grip, when greeting each other. But in some cultures, shaking
handsis not atraditional way of greeting — the Maori in New
Zedland rub noses with one another, the Japanese prefer bowing
and Southeast Asians make a praying motion by pressing their
pamstogether. For such people asthe Middle Easternersand the
many Asianswho do shake hands, agentleclaspisfavoured. Doing
otherwise would only suggest aggression.

When signalling “Hello” or “ Goodbye”, North Americans
normally raise the arm and wave the open hand from side to side
likeawindscreenwiper. Butinmuch of Europethisactionindicates

No”. Instead, Europeans bid agreeting or farewell with the arm
up and the hand bobbing up and down at the wrist. Thisisthe
case except in Italy and Greece, where people wave completely
differently: palm up, and fingers curling back and forth towards
themsalves,

The“OK" gesture— the thumb and the forefinger forming
acircle with the other three fingers splaying upward, is flashed

Gestures - A Silent Language

in many culturesasasigna for “Yes’ and “Fine’. However, in
France this denotes “zero” or “worthless’. In Japan, the thumb
and theforefinger forming acircleisasymbol of money, probably
becausethis gesture creates the outline of acoin. It is noteworthy
that such a sign is terribly rude to a German as it signifies
“You're stupid and annoying”. So the“ OK” signd aswe so well
know it is definitely not OK in Germany.

For millions of people, making a“ V" shape with the index
and middle fingers means “ victory” or “peace’. But becareful in
England. Therg, if thefingersand pdmfacetowardsthesignaler’'s
body, it istantamount to an insult. Therefore, remember to make
a“V” withyour pam facing away from you. Aninnocent twist
of thewrist could result in painful consequences!

The “thumbs up” signal, which silently conveys*“Fine’,
“Good job!” or “Greet!”, is an amost ubiquitous gesture around
theworld. Its meaning of support and approval iswell known
throughout North America, much of Europe aswell asin the Far
East. In certain cultures, however, this gesture can carry entirely
different meanings. For example, it isviewed asarude gesturein
Nigeriaand should be avoided. In both Germany and Japan, the
upright thumb aoneisa so used when counting: the Germans show
it to mean “one” while the Japanese display it to signify “five’.

Gestures indeed play an important role in our daily
communication. Awarenessof ther different meaningsin different
cultureswill help usto avoid cross-cultural misunderstandings or
unintended animosity.

there is no growth.

Without the stimulus of difference,
{ )
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Jan W. Walls
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If you have a soft spot for amusing anecdotes about
cultural differences, browsing through Peter Mayle’'s A
Year in Provence and Sarah Turnbull’s Almost French — A
New Lifein Parisisa pretty good bet.

A Year in Provenceisan enticing rural
idyll, a month-by-month account of an e
English couple'sfirst year asresidentsof [
a remote region in the south of France.
From an outsider’s point of view, Mayle
records with wit, candour and warmth the
everyday amusements of lifein Provence.
Apart from sharing his savoury dining and
wining experiences in nearby towns and
villages, Mayle paints colourful portraits
of the Provencal grocers and farmers who
amuse, surprise and, at times, confuse him.

Obviously Mayle pits his British
sensibilities against local decorum in his encounters with
his neighbours. For example, the disarming promises and
procrastination of the local masons and plumbers reflect a
concept of time very different from the Anglo-Saxons'.
The author has learnt that timein Provenceisavery elastic
thing, even when it isdescribed in clear and specific terms.
The most elastic time segment is une quinzaine, which can
mean three weeks, two months or next year.

The Provencal way of greeting isaso enlightening. |
can imagine how uneasy the English gentleman must have
felt the first time he was engulfed by a Provenca welcome,
which is “as thorough and searching as being frisked by
airport security guards’. The Provencal delight in physical
contact contrastsvividly with the English (and the Chinese)
habit of keeping a respectable distance from one another.
Steeped in English reserve, the gentleman has learnt to
keep his distance, to offer a nod instead of a handshake,
and to confine any public demonstrations of affection to
dogs. When Provencal friends meet, men not only kiss
other men, but also squeeze shoulders, dlap backs and pinch
cheeks. So the sense of propriety does vary from nation to
nation.

Like A Year in Provence, AlImost French is a highly
entertaining book. It givesaglimpseinto city lifein Paris
and offers fascinating insights into French culture and
people in a manner reminiscent of Mayle's work.

-~ A Year in Provence

A Year in Provence & Almost French

Almost French is Sarah Turnbull’s candid, humourous
and, at times, painful memoirs on adopting a new culture
and way of life in “the breathing museum of beautiful
buildings”. The Australian journalist
moved to Paris and lived with a French
lawyer before they got married afew years
later. In her transition from visitor to
resident, she soon learnt that language was
not the sole barrier. Many of the cultural
differencesthat presented stumbling blocks
in her process of integration are narrated
in wonderfully descriptive accounts from
ajournalist’s point of view.

What seems normal to Turnbull in
Australia is a faux pas in France. On
occasions the casual, easy-going Aussie
roared delightedly at a sarcastic remark,
only to meet surprised silence since
Parisian women tend to laugh delicately and discreetly. She
learns that wearing sweat pantsin the street is appalling as
it goes against Parisian attention to appearance.

Her personal epiphanies also include the French
concept of culture. To an Australian who comes from a
multicultural and relatively young country, cultureisfluid
and constantly evolving, whereas in France — an old
country with a strong sense
of itsown identity — culture
is viewed as an established
entity that must be protected
from foreign influences.

Both Peter Mayle and
Sarah Turnbull show us that
given time, curiosity and
understanding, a foreigner
can learn to appreciate the
uniqueness of another
culture. What is more, their
experiencesin the process of assimilation are recounted in
delightful narrative. Mayl€'snimble proseis sprinkled with
agood pinch of English humour. Turnbull’s poignant and
often funny anecdotes are presented in a playful and easy-
to-follow style. Both A Year in Provence and Almost French
are a pleasure, not to mention an eye-opener, to read.

The hope of perpetuating the culture of any
6 country liesin communication with others. 6
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