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Introduction

Introduction to the Revised Edition

While in a hospital cafeteria, I looked for tea to go with my sand-
wich. I tapped the shoulder of a man standing in front of me in the
checkout line. “Excuse me. Can you please tell me where the tea is?”

He wheeled around. He was Chinese and clearly offended by
my question. Emphatically he answered, “I don’t drink tea.”

I felt embarrassed. Of course, by only seeing his back I had no clue
that he was Chinese. By asking him about tea it seemed as if I was
making a stereotypical assumption about his foodways. Obviously,
that irritated him. Despite my innocence, I felt guilty. What irony!
I’m supposed to have heightened sensitivity about avoiding cross-
cultural blunders, but in this situation nothing could rescue me.

Nonetheless, as important as it is to be cross-culturally savvy,
equally important is the ability to laugh at oneself. Blunders don’t
have to turn into world wars. As long as we maintain a sense of
humor, mistakes may even serve to strengthen bonds, as they did
in the following situation.

I arranged to interview a Hmong family for my Multicultural Cele-
brations book. I had read that they remove their shoes indoors, and
when I arrived at their home I saw a pile of shoes outside the front
door. Feeling smug about having prepared for the visit, I took off
my sandals. Lia stood at the door protesting that it was unneces-
sary, but I wanted to show her I knew about Hmong customs. To
my chagrin, when I entered her living room filled with family, no one
was barefoot except me. They thought it was comical. I did, too.

1
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2 INTRODUCTION

I was also able to turn it around and make fun of myself, breaking
the ice as I interviewed them about Hmong weddings.

How Is Multicultural Manners, Revised Edition,
the Same as the First Edition?
Basically, this is still a how-to book—how to get along with others
who are culturally different. As before, it is not targeted just to
those who travel or conduct international business. Cultural informa-
tion has many applications: To help interact more effectively with
new populations from East Africa, the San Diego Police Depart-
ment has created a videotape for officers about the customs and
folkways of these recent residents; the U.S. Marine Corps offers
cultural information to its occupational forces in Iraq, counseling
them on do’s and don’ts for their own safety and to increase rap-
port with the locals. Moreover, Lt. Col. Michael T. Mahoney, the
U.S. Army commanding officer of Forward Operating Base Thun-
der in Iraq, has worked hard to absorb Iraqi customs and etiquette.
His motivation? To win the peace.

So, my goal is still to demystify the behaviors of people of dif-
ferent cultural backgrounds. Holocausts and ethnic cleansings are
monstrous results of people who refuse to accept those unlike
themselves in religious practice, language, or color. Instead, I’d like
to increase appreciation for all peoples and emphasize that show-
ing respect for differences usually creates respect in return.

Mainly, however, the information is relevant to ordinary Amer-
icans, for we all deal daily with those who are culturally different:
in the workplace, the neighborhood, and perhaps even our own
families. Since one in nine U.S. residents was born in another coun-
try, and the total foreign-born population now exceeds 33 million
with an estimated 1.3 million immigrants arriving annually, we
regularly encounter people who are culturally different more fre-
quently than in the past. In 2004, more than 70 percent of the resi-
dents of Elmhurst, Queens, New York, were foreign born. The
U.S. Census Bureau projects that by 2050 the Hispanic and Asian
American populations will triple.

My own awareness of multicultural issues developed over more
than twenty-five years as a folklorist teaching at various colleges in
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the Los Angeles area, later collecting first-person stories about
cross-cultural miscommunication, particularly from non-native
English speakers. For eight years I wrote a twice-monthly “Multi-
cultural Manners” column for the Los Angeles Times about the ways
that cultural differences sabotage effective communication, empha-
sizing the “what went wrong?” in each situation. In 1998, the col-
umn and the original Multicultural Manners book received an
award from the Los Angeles County Department of Human Rela-
tions for contributions toward promoting intergroup harmony. For
me as a folklorist, this award acknowledges the importance of
knowing about others’ customs and beliefs.

This knowledge and this book do not venture to cure racism,
nor is the book intended as a finger-pointing book of “shoulds.”
Rather, it points to cross-cultural hot spots and suggests methods
of creating respect for diversity. The goal is to help identify what
went wrong in cross-cultural interactions that failed and to help
avoid future blunders.

Every part of our planet today is multicultural. Even the most
isolated, such as North Korea, has a small Chinese community and
a few ethnic Japanese. Yet for some, the word “multiculturalism”
has become a dirty word—the “M” word. Diana Eck, Harvard
Professor of Comparative Religion and Indian Studies, illuminates
the bias against multiculturalism: “Some people mistake it for a
political platform rather than a social reality.” Readers of my Los
Angeles Times column occasionally protested that reality: “They’re
in our country now. Let them adapt to our ways. Why should we
have to adjust to them?”

Of course, no one has to adjust to newcomers in a society, but
those who do are more likely to reap rewards. It’s all quite prag-
matic. Having information about other people’s folkways can im-
prove human relations—as those who work in the business world
have known for some time. In California, Rose Hills Memorial
Park provides incinerators for bereaved Chinese families who burn
paper money to ensure a happy afterlife. To honor the Chinese/
Vietnamese Lunar New Year 2000, Year of the Dragon, certain J.C.
Penney’s distributed beautifully illustrated dragon posters. Western
Union and State Farm Insurance gave out traditional good-luck red
envelopes to Lunar New Year celebrants. Responding to cultural

INTRODUCTION 3
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4 INTRODUCTION

differences of customers, clients, employees, patients, students,
neighbors, and family pays off!

Increasingly, in more and more parts of this country, there is
an overwhelming quantity of cultural information to absorb and
accept. Pity the latest immigrants who, in order to get along, must
become accustomed not only to mainstream rules but also to those
of other newcomers as well. Think about the Mexican cook in a
Pakistani restaurant who must learn English and master Muslim
food taboos at the same time.

According to Eck, “It’s one thing to be unconcerned about or
ignorant of Muslim or Buddhist neighbors on the other side of the
world, but when Buddhists are our next-door neighbors, when our
children are best friends with Muslim classmates, when a Hindu is
running for a seat on the school committee, all of us have a new
vested interest in our neighbors, both as citizens and as people of
faith.”

As a folklorist, I delight in learning about cultural differences
in customs and beliefs. Nonetheless, I know that these differences
sometimes cause people who are unacquainted with the signifi-
cance of particular acts to respond negatively. Therefore, I wanted
to use my expertise to explain unfamiliar practices. However, I
hope that I have not inadvertently created or reinforced stereo-
types. Moreover, I have tried to avoid generalizations, yet some
were necessary to make the book useful. Accordingly, based on my
research, the guidelines apply to the majority of the people to
whom they refer. Treat these rules as general principles, but
remember that there will be exceptions. No blanket statement can
apply to everyone.

I have also tried to be sensitive to sexist issues, but I have had
to be forthright in differences in gender issues that exist for people
coming from many countries outside the United States. In addi-
tion, I have strived throughout to use non-value-laden language. I
have avoided the use of the word superstition, for one person’s
superstition is another person’s belief.

Academic training in anthropology and folklore has influenced
my emphasis on cultural relativity—attempting to see the validity
and function of cultures without value judgment. I would like read-
ers also to avoid being judgmental. Despite this desire to be objec-

cintro.qxd  05/19/05  12:15 PM  Page 4



tive, I know it is more an ideal than a reality. The outlooks of all of
us have been shaped by our backgrounds and have given us partic-
ular lenses through which we view the world.

One of my greatest apprehensions is that I will appear patron-
izing by encouraging others to bend over backwards to understand
the behavior of newcomers. This deliberate attempt to compre-
hend unfamiliar behavior is never intended to be insulting. I only
want to cast some illumination upon cultural rules and traditions.
Be that as it may, my concern is that these good intentions may
boomerang.

I wrote Multicultural Manners because I wanted to ease the con-
flicts and misunderstandings that happen to all of us every day. My
experience as a teacher has convinced me that we really want to
understand and accept one another; most of our failures to do so
stem from ignorance rather than from bad intentions. Finally, this
book is my attempt to guide well-meaning people such as you
through the increasingly complicated labyrinth of modern life.

How Does Multicultural Manners, Revised Edition,
Differ from the First Edition?
In the first Multicultural Manners, most cultural mishaps occurred
in the United States. The emphasis was on groups of immigrants
who arrived in the last three decades of the twentieth century, with
many Asian and Latino examples. This time, I have broadened the
scope to include some of the newer arrivals from Ethiopia, Kosovo,
and Bosnia, as well as incidents occurring in Albania, Azerbaijan,
Albania, Nepal, and Spain. To make the book more timely, I have
added stories about reactions post–September 11 as well as mis-
understandings about lesbian relationships, children with autism,
and people with AIDS.

Because I discovered that readers savored the stories of the
original book, I have added many more true-life anecdotes. In
order to accommodate this expansion, I eliminated other sections
on rules for holidays, worship, and multicultural health practices.

Our world has changed dramatically since the first edition.
September 11, 2001, turned our lives upside down. Until then,
Al Qaeda and the Taliban were not part of our vocabulary. Today,

INTRODUCTION 5
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Baghdad, Kabul, and Islamabad are commonplace names, yet most
of us know little about the people who live there. For this reason I
have created a new section: Part 2, Clearing Cultural Confusions. It
gives easy-to-understand information about the international play-
ers affecting our daily lives, such as Africans, Asians, the Balkans,
independent members of the former USSR, and Middle Eastern-
ers. The section has two functions: an overview of native cultures
and customs as well as the numbers living in the United States.

How This Book Is Structured
Part 1, The New Rules of Communication, organizes miscommu-
nications according to major issues, for example, Body Language,
Child-Rearing Practices, Classroom Behavior, Clothing and Jew-
elry, and so on. Examples follow each heading. Guidelines or gen-
eralizations are marked with bullets. Throughout the book, topics
are consistently cross-referenced.

Guidelines are not absolutes. You may read parts of this book
and say, “That’s not true. My brother-in-law never does that.”
There will be exceptions to every rule because conduct differs with
individuals. Furthermore, the acculturation process is not com-
pletely predictable. Many variables influence how quickly a person
replaces traditional behavior with the new country’s customs and
values. Much depends on the length of time a person has been
residing in the United States. Naturally, the longer people have
been here, the more likely they will be affected by American cul-
ture, but even that is not inevitable.

Part 2, Clearing Cultural Confusions, is a handy reference guide
and brief overview of people about whom we need to know more.
Within each designated geographical area, populations are broken
down into ethnicities, languages, religions, customs, and numbers
from that area who are now living in the United States. More spe-
cific information is given in the introduction to that section, and a
map is included.

6 INTRODUCTION
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While the majority of the information has been taken from my per-
sonal archives and field research, other books, pamphlets, and arti-
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are documented in the bibliography.

Invitation
If you discover that I have omitted an issue of importance to you
or if you wish to share your experiences with me, I would be de-
lighted to hear from you. Contact me in care of Teryn Johnson, edi-
tor, John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 111 River Street, Hoboken, NJ 07030,
or you can contact me through my Web site: www.norinedresser
.com.
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