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In a world that grows smaller every year, it is easy to offend others simply by being
ourselves—gestures that we take as innocent may be seen by someone else as deeply in-
sulting. This selection suggests the extent of the problem and, in an age of global business
dealings, the need to cultivate cultural sensitivity.

THREE GREAT GAFFES OR ONE
COUNTRY’S GOOD MANNERS,
ANOTHER’S GRAND FAUX PAS

In Washington they call protocol “etiquette with a
government expense account.” But diplomacy isn’t
just for diplomats. How you behave in other peo-
ple’s countries reflects on more than you alone. It
also brightens—or dims—the image of where you
come from and whom you work for. The Ugly
American about whom we used to read so much
may be dead, but here and there the ghost still
wobbles out of the closet.

Three well-traveled Americans tell how even
an old pro can sometimes make the wrong move
in the wrong place at the wrong time.

SOCIAL INTERACTION IN EVERYDAY LIFE

A Partner in One of New York’s
Leading Private Banking Firms

When the board chairman is Lo Win Hao, do
you smile brightly and say, “How do you do,
Mr. Hao?” or “Mr. Lo”? Or “Mr. Win”?

I traveled nine thousand miles to meet a client and ar-
rived with my foot in my mouth. Determined to do things
right, I’d memorized the names of the key men I was to
see in Singapore. No easy job, inasmuch as the names all
came in threes. So, of course, I couldn’t resist showing
off that I’d done my homework. I began by addressing top
man Lo Win Hao with plenty of well placed Mr. Hao’s—
and sprinkled the rest of my remarks with a Mr. Chee this
and a Mr. Woon that. Great show. Until a note was passed
to me from one man I’d met before, in New York. Bad
news. “Too friendly too soon, Mr. Long,” it said. Where
diffidence is next to godliness, there I was, calling a
roomful of VIPs, in effect, Mr. Ed and Mr. Charlie. I’d re-
membered everybody’s name—but forgotten that in Chi-
nese the surname comes first and the given name last.

An Associate in Charge of Family
Planning for an International Human
Welfare Organization

The lady steps out in her dazzling new necklace
and everybody dies laughing. (Or what not to wear
to Togo on a Saturday night.)

Source: “The DOs and TABOOs of Body Language around
the World,” by Roger E. Axtell, from The DOs and TABOOs
around the World, 3rd ed., by Roger E. Axtell. Copyright ©
1993 by Parker Pen Company. A Benjamin Book distributed
by John Wiley & Sons, Inc. This material is used by permis-
sion of John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
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From growing up in Cuba to joining the Peace Corps
to my present work, I’ve spent most of my life in the
Third World. So nobody should know better than I
how to dress for it. Certainly one of the silliest mis-
takes an outsider can make is to dress up in “native”
costume, whether it’s a sari or a sombrero, unless
you really know what you’re doing. Yet, in Togo,
when I found some of the most beautiful beads I’d
ever seen, it never occurred to me not to wear them.
While I was up-country, I seized the first grand occa-
sion to flaunt my new find. What I didn’t know is
that locally the beads are worn not at the neck but at
the waist—to hold up a sort of loincloth under the
skirt. So, into the party I strutted, wearing around my
neck what to every Togolese eye was part of a pair of
underpants.

An Account Executive 
at an International Data Processing 
and Electronics Conglomerate

Even in a country run by generals, would you
believe a runny nose could get you arrested?

A friend and I were coming into Colombia on busi-
ness after a weekend in the Peruvian mountains tour-
ing Machu Picchu. What a sight that had been. And
what a head cold the change in temperature had given
my friend. As we proceeded through customs at the
airport, he was wheezing and blowing into his hand-
kerchief like an active volcano. Next thing I knew,
two armed guards were lockstepping him through a
door. I tried to intercede before the door slammed
shut, but my spotty Spanish failed me completely. In-
side a windowless room with the guards, so did his.
He shouted in English. They shouted in Spanish. It
was beginning to look like a bad day in Bogotá when
a Colombian woman who had seen what happened
burst into the room and finally achieved some bilin-
gual understanding. It seems all that sniffling in the
land of the infamous coca leaf had convinced the
guards that my friend was waltzing through their air-
port snorting cocaine.

CUDDLY ETHNOCENTRICS

If only the world’s customs inspectors could train
their German shepherds to sniff out the invisible
baggage we all manage to slip with us into for-
eign countries. They are like secret little land
mines of the mind. Set to go off at the slightest
quiver, they can sabotage a five-minute stroll down

the Champs-Élysées or a $5 million tractor sale
to Beijing. Three of our most popular national
take-alongs:

Why Don’t They Speak English? For the
same reason we don’t speak Catalan or Urdu.
The wonder, in fact, is that so many people do
speak so many languages. Seldom is a Continen-
tal European fluent in fewer than three, often
more. Africans grow up with language of the na-
tion that once colonized theirs plus half a dozen
different tribal dialects. Japan has three distinct
Japanese languages, which even the lowliest
street sweeper can understand. Middle Eastern
businesspeople shift effortlessly from their na-
tive tongue(s) to Oxford English to Quai d’Orsay
French. Yet most of the English-speaking world
remains as cheerfully monolingual as Queen
Victoria’s parakeet. If there are any complaints,
then, it is clear they should not be coming from
the American/English-speaking traveler.

Take Me to Your Burger King. In Peoria a
Persian does not go looking for pot-au-feu.
Alone among travelers, Americans seem to em-
bark like astronauts—sealed inside a cozy life-
support system from home. Scrambled eggs.
Rent-a-cars. Showers. TV. Nothing wrong with
any of it back home, but to the rest of the uni-
verse it looks sadly like somebody trying to read
a book with the cover closed. Experiment! Try
the local specialties.

American Know-How to the Rescue! Our
brightest ideas have taken root all over the
world—from assembling lines in Düsseldorf to
silicon chips in Osaka to hybrid grains that are
helping to nourish the Third World. Nonetheless,
bigger, smarter, and faster do not inevitably add
up to better. Indeed, the desire to take on shiny
new American ways has been the downfall of na-
tions whose cultures were already rich in art and
technology when North America was still a
glacier. As important as the idea itself is the way it
is presented.

A U.S. doctor of public health recently back
from West Africa offers an example of how to make
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the idea fit the ideology. “I don’t just pop over
and start handing out antimalarial pills on the
corner,” she says. “First I visit with the village
chief. After he gives his blessing, I move in with
the local witch doctor. After she shows me her
techniques and I show her mine—and a few lives
are saved—maybe then we can get the first native
to swallow the first pill.”

This is as true at the high-tech level as at the vil-
lage dispensary. “What is all this drinking of green
tea before the meeting with Mitsubishi?” The
American way is to get right down to business. Yet
if you look at Mitsubishi’s bottom line, you have to
wonder if green tea is such a bad idea after all.

It should come as no surprise that people sur-
rounded by oceans rather than by other people
end up ethnocentric. Even our biggest fans admit
that America often strikes the rest of the world as
a sweet-but-spoiled little darling, wanting desper-
ately to please, but not paying too much attention
to how it is done. Ever since the Marshall Plan,
we seemed to believe that our games and our
rules were the only ones in town. Any town. And
that all else was the Heart of Darkness.

Take this scene in a Chinese cemetery. Watch-
ing a Chinese reverently placing fresh fruit on a
grave, an American visitor asked, “When do you
expect your ancestors to get up and eat the fruit?”
The Chinese replied, “As soon as your ancestors
get up and smell the flowers.”

HANDS ACROSS THE ABYSS

Our bad old habits are giving way to a new when-
in-Rome awareness. Some corporations take it so
seriously that they put employees into a crash
course of overseas cultural immersion. AT&T, for
instance, encourages—and pays for—the whole
family of an executive on the way to a foreign as-
signment to enroll in classes given by experts in
the mores and manners of other lands.

Among the areas that cry out loudest for inter-
national understanding are how to say people’s
names, eat, dress, and talk. Get those four basics
right and the rest is a piece of kuchen.

Basic Rule #1: What’s in a Name?

. . . The first transaction between even ordi-
nary citizens—and the first chance to make an
impression for better or worse—is, of course, an
exchange of names. In America there usually is
not very much to get wrong. And even if you do,
so what?

Not so elsewhere. Especially in the Eastern
Hemisphere, where name frequently denotes so-
cial rank or family status, a mistake can be an
outright insult. So can switching to a given name
without the other person’s permission, even when
you think the situation calls for it.

“What would you like me to call you?” is always
the opening line of one overseas deputy director for
an international telecommunications corporation.
“Better to ask several times,” he advises, “than to
get it wrong.” Even then, “I err on the side of for-
mality until asked to ‘Call me Joe.”’ Another fre-
quent traveler insists his company provide him
with a list of key people he will meet, country by
country, surnames underlined, to be memorized
on the flight over.

Don’t Trust the Rules. Just when you think
you have broken the international name code,
they switch the rules on you. Take Latin America.
Most people’s names are a combination of the fa-
ther’s and mother’s, with only the father’s name
used in conversation. In the Spanish-speaking
countries the father’s name comes first. Hence,
Carlos Mendoza-Miller is called Mr. Mendoza.
But in Portuguese-speaking Brazil it is the other
way around, with the mother’s name first.

In the Orient the Chinese system of surname
first, given name last does not always apply. The
Taiwanese, many of whom were educated in mis-
sionary schools, often have a Christian first name,
which comes before any of the others—as in
Tommy Ho Chin, who should be called Mr. Ho
or, to his friends, Tommy Ho. Also, given names
are often officially changed to initials, and a Y.Y.
Lang is Y.Y.; never mind what it stands for. In
Korea, which of a man’s names takes a Mr. is de-
termined by whether he is his father’s first or
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second son. Although in Thailand names run
backwards, Chinese style, the Mr. is put with the
given name, and to a Thai it is just as important
to be called by his given name as it is for a
Japanese to be addressed by his surname. With
the latter, incidentally, you can in a very friendly
relationship respond to his using your first name
by dropping the Mr. and adding san to his last
name, as in Ishikawa-san.

Hello. Are you still there? Then get ready for
the last installment of the name game, which is to
disregard all of the above—sometimes. The rea-
son is that many Easterners who deal regularly
with the West are now changing the order of their
names to un-confuse us. So, while to one another
their names remain the same, to us the given
name may come before the surname. Then again,
it may not.

The safest course remains: Ask.

Basic Rule #2: Eat, Drink, 
and Be Wary

. . . [M]ealtime is no time for a thanks-but-no-
thanks response. Acceptance of what is on your
plate is tantamount to acceptance of host, country,
and company. So, no matter how tough things may
be to swallow, swallow. Or, as one veteran globe-
girdler puts it, “Travel with a cast-iron stomach and
eat everything everywhere.”

Tastiness Is in the Eye of the Beholder.
Often, what is offered constitutes your host coun-
try’s proudest culinary achievements. What
would we Americans think of a Frenchman who
refused a bite of homemade apple pie or sizzling
sirloin? Squeamishness comes not so much from
the thing itself as from our unfamiliarity with it.
After all, an oyster has remarkably the same look
and consistency as a sheep’s eye, and at first en-
counter a lobster would strike almost anybody as
more a creature from science fiction than some-
thing you dip in melted butter and pop into
your mouth.

Incidentally, in Saudi Arabia sheep’s eyes are a
delicacy, and in China it’s bear’s paw soup.

Perhaps the ultimate in exotic dining abroad
befell a family planning expert on a trip for an in-
ternational human welfare organization. It was a
newly emerged African country where the national
dish—in fact, the only dish eleven months of the
year—is yam. The visitor’s luck, however, was to
be there the other month, when gorillas come in
from the bush to steal the harvest. Being the only
available protein, gorilla meat is as prized as sir-
loin is over here, and the village guest of honor
was served a choice cut. Proudly, a platter of the
usual mashed yams was placed before her—but
with a roast gorilla hand thrusting artfully up
from the center.

Is there any polite way out besides the back
door?

Most experienced business travelers say no, at
least not before taking at least a few bites. It
helps, though, to slice whatever the item is very
thin. This way, you minimize the texture—gristly,
slimy, etc.—and the reminder of whence it came.
Or, “Swallow it quickly,” as one traveler recom-
mends. “I still can’t tell you what sheep’s eyeballs
taste like.” As for dealing with taste, the old ca-
nard that “it tastes just like chicken” is often mer-
cifully true. Even when the “it” is rodent,
snake—or gorilla.

Another useful dodge is not knowing what
you are eating. What’s for dinner? Don’t ask.
Avoid poking around in the kitchen or looking at
English-language menus. Your host will be flat-
tered that you are following his lead, and who
knows? Maybe it really is chicken in that stew. . . .

Bottoms Up—or Down? Some countries
seem to do it deliberately, some inadvertently, ex-
cept for Islam, where they don’t do it at all. Ei-
ther way, getting visitors as tipsy as possible as
fast as possible stands as a universal sign of hos-
pitality, and refusal to play your part equals re-
buff. Wherever you go, toasts are as reciprocal as
handshakes: If one does, all do. “I don’t drink,
thank you” rarely gets you off gracefully. Neither
does protesting that you must get up early. (So
must everyone else.)
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“I try to wangle a glass of wine instead of the
local firewater,” one itinerant American says. “The
only trouble is, the wine is usually stronger than
the hard stuff.” Mao-tai, Chinese wine made from
sorghum, is notorious for leaving the unsuspecting
thoroughly shanghaied. The Georgian wine so
popular in Russia is no ladylike little Chablis
either. In Nordic lands proper form for the toast is
to raise the glass in a sweeping arc from belt
buckle to lips while locking stares with your host.
It takes very few akvavit-with-beer-chasers before
you both start seeing northern lights.

In Africa, where all the new countries were
once old European colonies, it is often taken for
granted that if you are white you must have
whiskey or gin or whatever the colonials used to
like. A traveler to a former French possession de-
scribes the dilemma of being served a large
gourdful of Johnnie Walker Red at nine in the
morning. The host was simply remembering how
the French had always loved their Scotch. When
they drank it and how much were details he had
never noticed. Yet there was no saying no without
giving offense. A few sips had to be taken and a
promise made to finish the rest later.

Basic Rule #3: Clothes Can 
Also Unmake the Man

. . . Wherever you are, what you wear among
strangers should not look strange to them. Which
does not mean, “When in Morocco wear djellabas,”
etc. It means wear what you look natural in—and
know how to wear—that also fits in with your
surroundings.

For example, a woman dressed in a tailored
suit, even with high heels and flowery blouse,
looks startlingly masculine in a country full of di-
aphanous saris. More appropriate, then, is a silky,
loose-fitting dress in a bright color—as opposed
to blue serge or banker’s gray.

In downtown Nairobi, a safari jacket looks as
out of place as in London. With a few exceptions
(where the weather is just too steamy for it), the
general rule everywhere is that for business, for

eating out, even for visiting people at home, you
should be very buttoned up: conservative suit
and tie for men, dress or skirt-suit for women. To
be left in the closet until you go on an outdoor
sight-seeing trek:

jeans, however haute couture
jogging shoes
tennis and T-shirts
tight-fitting sweaters (women)
open-to-the-navel shirts (men)
funny hats (both)

Where you can loosen up, it is best to do it the
way the indigines do. In the Philippines men wear
the barong tagalog—a loose, frilly, usually white or
cream-colored shirt with tails out, no jacket or tie.
In tropical Latin American countries the counter-
part to the barong is called a guayabera and, except
for formal occasions, is acceptable business attire.
In Indonesia they wear Batiks—brightly patterned
shirts that go tieless and jacketless everywhere. In
Thailand the same is true for the collarless Thai
silk shirt. In Japan dress is at least as formal as in
Europe (dark suit and tie for a man, business suit or
tailored dress for a woman) except at country inns
(called ryokans), where even big-city corporations
sometimes hold meetings. Here you are expected
to wear a kimono. Not to daytime meetings but to
dinner, no matter how formal. (Don’t worry—the
inn always provides the kimono.)

One thing you notice wherever you go is that
polyester is the mark of the tourist. The less
drip-dry you are, the more you look as if you have
come to do serious business, even if it means
multiple dry-cleaning bills along the way.

Take It Off or Put It On—Depending. What
you do or do not wear can be worse than bad
taste—ranging from insulting to unhygienic to
positively sinful. Shoes are among the biggest of-
fenders in the East, even if you wear a 5AAA.
They are forbidden within Muslim mosques and
Buddhist temples. Never wear them into Japanese
homes or restaurants unless the owner insists,
and in Indian and Indonesian homes, if the host
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goes shoeless, do likewise. And wherever you
take your shoes off, remember to place them
neatly together facing the door you came in. This
is particularly important in Japan. . . .

In certain conservative Arab countries, the
price for wearing the wrong thing can hurt more
than feelings. Mullahs have been known to give a
sharp whack with their walking sticks to any
woman whom they consider immodestly dressed.
Even at American-style hotels there, do not wear
shorts, skirts above the knee, sleeveless blouses,
or low necklines—much less a bikini at the pool.

CRITICAL-THINKING QUESTIONS

1. Historically, people in the United States have
been rather indifferent to the dangers of inadver-
tently offending others. Why do you think this
has been the case?
2. Have you ever offended others—or been
offended—in the way depicted by Axtell? If so,
how? How did you and others respond?
3. Can the type of cultural conflict Axtell de-
scribes occur right here in the United States?
How?
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