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Dr. Jason Liu, Chairman, General Network Service, Inc. was an international executive with ITT dealing with high technology business in Europe, Asia Pacific, and Latin America.  In July 1983, he represented ITT as an American, in consummating the US-China trade landmark breakthrough by establishing the Shanghai Bell Telephone Manufacturing joint venture via ITT’s Belgium subsidiary.

He will speak today on cultural differences and strategic thinking in international trade.
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There is a common saying among China experts: Anyone who claims that he knows the real China is either a liar or a fool.  The Chinese have had a very long and complicated civilization.  For example, there are many spoken dialects of Chinese such as Cantonese, Foochienese, Shanghainese, Mandarin, etc.  Many of these dialects are mutually incomprehensible.  Despite there being a common written language, the written language itself consists of at least 40,000 individual characters.  Therefore, it takes many many years to speak, read, and write proficiently.  No wonder in English speaking communities, when they see something they don’t understand they say, “It looks Greek to me.”  In Greece, when they see something they don’t understand they say, “It looks Chinese to me.”
Being an international trader in China is one of the most ancient professions, if not the oldest profession in the world.  For example, one of the most common words for “things” in Chinese is literally, “the east and the west (tung-xi).”  If something is nothing or worth nothing, it is called “neither east nor west (Boo shih tung-xi).”  Unlike the Nile River, which lies in a north/south direction, major Chinese rivers, such as the Yangtze and Yellow Rivers, lie in an east/west orientation.  The Chinese place a high value on things that are foreign, or imported from either the west or east through river trade.  They place a low value or almost no value on local things.

The Chinese mindset of valuing things which are foreign, rare, or new highly and discriminating against local things, created the fundamental profit incentive for foreign trade since ancient times.

Throughout ancient world history, many of the wealthiest people in the world obtained their great wealth through east/west trade.  In the year 2000, when I attended my 30th reunion at Brown University, the tour guide at Brown House in Providence, Rhode Island, told us that Nicholas Brown obtained his great fortune through trade with China.  Later he donated his fortune to found Brown University.  Apparently, this was the official version of this story.  
I still vividly remember that my fellow restless students during the 60’s told me that Brown made his fortune through slave trade.  Maybe that was the politically correct interpretation of history by the youth then.  Who knows who’s right?  It is not totally inconceivable that Mr. Brown made his seed capital through slave trade and then amassed his fortune through China trade.  The end game was that he put a large international trade fortune into good use.

On the day after September 11th, my Mom passed away in Taipei at the age of ninety-five.  I took the first flight out of New York City on the 13th.  Continental Airlines took the polar route over the North Pole; the Center of Siberia; the Center of Outer Mongolia; Wuhan; Kwanzhow; and arrived at Hong Kong.  The trip took thirteen hours.  This was totally inconceivable during the height of the Cold War eighteen years ago.  This reduction in flight time has also significantly reduced the disadvantage of doing business in Asia from Connecticut compared to California.  We should take a totally fresh new look at this changed world.  We should revitalize our economy by looking beyond our immediate horizon with a global perspective to international trade.

As a Council member, I have seriously reflected on the critical issues of international trade beyond our comfort zones.  I feel strongly that understanding cultural differences and thinking strategically are of vital importance to the success or failure of global trade. Otherwise, it is like flying in the dark with blinders.

Andy and I spent many hours together to pull together a very brief one-page outline regarding the issue of cultural differences.  We are fully aware that this is a foolish task for the liars, recognizing that China is a very large, ancient, and complex civilization.  However, we do hope that it will pique your interest in this vital issue for Q&A.

Andy will now present his outline on cultural differences.
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General Network Service, Inc. specializes in research, investment, and top-level advisory services.  Dr. Liu can be reached at gnsi1984@aol.com or 203-359-5735.

© Dr. Jason Liu 2003


