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relationships typically are seen as “communication problems.” As
Katriel and Philipsen (1981, p. 315) point out, many North Americans
feel that they need “communication” to make a relationship “work” and
that “ ‘communication’ is a culturally distinctive solution Lo the univer-
sal problem of fusing the personal with the communal. In the ideology
in which ‘communication’ is a pivotal term, affirming oneself in and
through a process of social interaction is the highest good.”

It is not surprising that this prototypically Western conceptualization
of interpersonal communication has proven largely untenable when
applied to the study of predominantly Eastern patterns of relationship
and communication (Kincaid, 1987; Yum, 1988). Westerners tend to
view relational outcomes as primarily dependent on communication:
“The interest in relationships is limited . . . to the extent to which two
or more individuals share information with one another and the extent
to which they move toward mutual understanding and agreement. Other
aspects of human relationships are not considered [italics added]”
(Kincaid, 1987, p. 339). This somewhat limited perspective on human
relationships and interpersonal communication can be illuminated and
enriched through a comparative investigation of the ways in which other
cultures view interpersonal transactions, especially considering the
views of Eastern people, who hold a considerably less instrumental
view concerning the role of communication in relationships.

In line with the theme of this volume, we hold that there are many
aspects of Asian relationship that Western philosophies, and their resul-
tant models of communication, are ill-equipped to handle. The major
overriding factor that contributes to cross-cultural misunderstanding
is the differing views of causarion. The Eastern view—that causation
is multidirectional—will be difficult to understand by anyone who is
aware only of Western traditions, which generally hold that causation
is unidirectional (Maruyama, 1974; Redding & Martyn-Johns, 1979).
This is why this study is necessary. Only through an awareness that the
underlying views of causation in Asian countries are fundamenlally
different than those found in the West can cross-cultural dialogue about
interpersonal communication be facilitated. These inherent differences
lead to fundamentally different attributions about how interpersonal
relationships are formed, maintained, and dissolved.

Recognizing the essential differences outlined above, we want to
examine the role of context in Chinese interpersonal relationships in
somewhat greater depth. In particular, we want to focus on how the
concept of vuan is manifested in the interpersonal relationships of
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Chinese on the island of Taiwan. Yuan (%) is a concept derived from
Buddhism, and it can be very briefly defined as “secondary causation.”
Yuan is thought to be the chief force that allows contextual factors to
play a role in determining whether people will or will not be associated
with each other. Chinese will often say, “1 have yuan with another
person,” meaning conditions arc right for them to be together. This
concept plays a significant role in influencing present-day Chinese
relationships.

To Chinese, the influence of yuan is of equal importance to that of
other philosophies. In the past, studies of Asian interpersonal relation-
ships have tended to focus on the role of Confucianism (see, for
example, Yum’s, 1988, analysis of East Asian interpersonal relation-
ships). However, Confucianism explains only the primary causes of
relationships, that is, those factors that are under the direct control of
individuals; much of Confucianism, for example, is devoted to descrip-
tions of how the chun-tzu (superior person) should behave in dealing
with others and avoids the more abstract, less easily explicable, facets
of relationships, such as the context in which they develop. Therefore,
for a truly complete picture of Chinese relationships, one must also
examine the principles of other Chinese cultural influences, such as
Buddhism. By examining the influence of Buddhism, we are made
more aware of the less noticeable, but equally important, influences of
Chinese culture on interpersonal relationships.

In this chapter, we will provide a rich, descriptive portrait of Chinese
interpersonal relationships through an interpretive analysis of the con-
cept of yuan. Our analysis will be advanced in six stages. First, we
will briefly describe the method we used to gather material for our
study. Second, we will define in detail the concept of yuan, beginning
with its origins in Buddhist theology. Third, we will provide a modern
interpretation of yuan through an analysis of interviews with Chinese
students. Fourth, we will relate the interview data with eight key
Chinese expressions that explain different facets of yuan. Fifth, we will
examine the significance of yuan for conceptualizing Chinese relation-
ships. Finally, we will discuss the implications of yuan for the study of
Chinese interpersonal communication. Throughout, we emphasize the
contrast between the conceptualization of Chinese interpersonal com-
munication under the impact of yuan as a perspective that accounts for
contextual factors in relationships, as opposed to the individualistic and

self-controlled viewpoint on interpersonal communication that drives
much of Western thinking about relationships.
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METHOD

, 'I:he study of yuan, a.subtlc philosophical concept expressed in a
ariety of ways in very indirect and suggestive language, requires an

interpretive approach toward cultural d ipti
Sy wites escription. As Geertz (1973,

Th . .
Wifhc:/;lccp:vot;,culu;lre lespouse .. . isessentially a semiotic one. Believing
ax Weber, that man [woman] is an ani i :
vith N . mal suspended in webs of
i:gll;lf:car;cc he [shc].hlmse]f [herself] has spun, | take culture to be those
’ e si‘anf | the analys.|s of it to be therefore not an experimental science in
It:aarc f0 aw but a.n interpretive one in search of meaning. It is explication

m after, construing social expressions on their surface enigmatical

'_l"hus the meaning of a given culture begins with the interpreti
voice of the natives of that culture. For this reason, certain methiﬁi lwe
ical strategies (such as quantitative approaches li,ke attitude mea0 ol
ment and statistical analyses or even detailed lists of questions suz;:l:;
};‘Os'i tolbc found. in ethnography of speaking, Hymes, 1972; Saville-
Troike, 982) are inadequate for exploring the linguistic and philosoph-
ical richness of ideas like yuan. Such methodologies, even though l]g)
may appeal to some consensual idea about appropri,atencss shfrcd ;Y
an 1{1tcllcctual community (Jackson, 1986), are not sensitive enough .
elicit meanings enacted by the cultural Other. e
. The key to understanding this broader conceptualization of det
ing the meanings of a given culture lies in the realization that w oan
never get direct access to what is in the native's mind. Rather, resce C‘;I"
ers must formulate an analysis according to their interprétatiori:;col_’

the natives’ interpretati i i
s rpr ions of their own lives. As Geertz (1973, p. 6)

rrn;‘m one point of vim‘w, that of the textbook, doing ethnography is estab-
ishing rap.pon,’ selecting informants, transcribing texts, taking genealo-
rgl'::;]. Tnappmg flelds., keeping a diary, and so on. But it is not these things
;;c:l'?u.esﬂa:ndkregewfed procedures, that define the enterprise. What de,
it is the kind of intellectual effort it is: an el ' )

; : : aborate venture i
borrow a notion from Gilbert Ryle, “thick description.” we o

.The concepts underlying such analysis are, of course, considerabl
dwcrgent. from those to standard experimental psychol‘o or of d
n.:al]ed objlcctive cthnographic designs. The approach we LaEZ tn analso-
ing yuan is derived from Geertz’s broader, more flexible interprctatiyozr;



32 e CROSS-CULTURAL INTERPERSONAL COMMUNICATION
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i i d yuan is insufficient to explal
logical analysis of the word y _ . o5
thher the study of such concepts 18 best acc'omphshcd throug
qualitative analysis of a variety of cullun:altlmaterliliilc opic, we con-
ici te to the richness 0 ,
To elicit responses adequa he 1 4 con-
ducted 10 in-depth interviews, ranging in lcngtl% lfror.ntone. h:,l;tso ome-
i h and April 1989. The intervie
and-a-half hours, 1n Marc il 19 oo were
graduate students from Taiwan, ranging in zgc frc:n 22‘ :,Ot l.’lie gnited
. . SR es i
i tern university; residence tim :
attending a large midwes e I s wore
ight months to three years.
States ranged from eigh : e et
i i inese and were audiotaped, 1n p ,
conducted in Mandarin Chines : y e
i i lish. Interviews followed a se
and later synopsized in Eng oW o
ews on the follo
:med at eliciting the respondents’ Vi |
PO sabiec ir i i f yuan through various
i jects: their interpretation ol y
ing related subjects: () ' . o
Cl‘glinese linguistic cXpressions, (b) their .pe.rsonal attul?u;dle;ft::l\:arl;) | the
i ips, and (c) their interpretalio
development of relationships, . ‘ ’ !
communication in regard to Chinese interpersonal rclauo&sh;ps. .y
These interviews served as our basic source of <‘iat'a. e olrgl':l ::h‘
the interview material according to a schema conmstm% fof elgd ;mic;
an
inguisti t refer to yuan. To enhance, amplily, af
nese linguistic terms tha ( ance, at e
ic i i 1l as the eight linguistic expl ,
the basic interview data, as we ; . .
also examined other Chinese cultural artifacts, mcludmg(newspape;‘s;
. L ula
i i counts, electronic media (i.e., pop
literature, written cultural ac \ opt
music and television), and the personal experiences of the prmcnp\z:
i i rvast
i i rtunately, the idea of yuan is so pe
author, a native Taiwanese. Fo \ rasive
i i i i ion is to be found in almost any si
in Chinese life that its expression _ S
i i i ite about their personal relationships.
in which Chinese talk or wri s. The
consideration of all of these sources of data—taken together—wil
provide a richer, “thicker” account of the concept of yuan.

THE CONCEPT OF YUAN

Because yuan is a concept with its origins in Buddl'lis!';, to tl:nliiicnr(-i

i i t some of the basic 1d¢as be
tand it requires the grasp of at leas ic id -

?3?11(11dhisqulthough yuan is an extremely complex notion, 1ts ;xz:getsl:z
. i derstandable if one attends to

can be made considerably more un o the

meaning of two key Buddhist terms: (a) karma and (b) dependentb orlgc;n:n
tion. First, we will briefly define these two terms, and then, base

The Concept of Yuan e 33

these definitions, we will provide a more complete definition of sec-
ondary causation {yuan).

The first important key to Buddhism is the concept of karma, a kind
of blanket responsibility for an individual’s acts on earth during a given
lifetime. Karma accumulates throughout uncountable lifetimes spent on
carth. “Any deed is invariably accompanied by a result. All that we are
at the present moment is the result of the karma that we have produced
in the past” (Niwano, 1980, p. 104). Causation, according to Buddhism,
is a result of one’s acts through various lifetimes and does not stem from
some supernatural agency.

A second important aspect of Buddhism concerns its depiction of a
universe of interdependent factors, that is dependens origination. Any
event results from innumerable causes interacting and interpenctrat-
ing each other. 1t is no wonder, with so many contributing factors, that
Buddhists regard the natural world as ephemeral and impermanent.
Rather than a fixed, Aristotelian/Thomist view of identifiable causes
leading to specified results, we are presented with a shifting tapestry of

interdependent forces, the slightest change in any of which leads to
far-reaching alterations in all the others. As Niwano (1980, p. 94)
writes, “Our lives continue from the unlimited past to the endless future;
‘today’ does not exist in isolation but is like a deep pool or a shoal of
the endless river of life.”

This perspective can be traced to the Buddhist theology of Tian-Tai
Zhi-yi. In an important and influential 20-section work, Tian-Tai Zhi-yi
systematized the various teachings in the Buddha’s Lotus Sutra, gener-
ally regarded by Buddhists as his most profound work (Chan, 1963;
Fung, 1983). A central facet of Tian-Tai Zhi-yi’s work is the Doctrine
of the Ten Suchnesses. This consists of ten characteristics of context
prefaced by the phrase “such a” or “such an.” Of these ten, numbers
six, seven, and eight are essential for an understanding of yuan: “such

a primary cause,” “such a secondary cause,” and “such an effect.”
Niwano (1980, p. 111) notes,

Even when there exists a cause, it does not produce its effect until it comes
into contact with some occasion or condition. For instance, there is always
vapor in the air as the primary cause of frost or dew. But il it has no
secondary cause that brings it into contact with the ground or the leaves of
a plant, it does not become frost or dew. Such an occasion or condition is
called “such a secondary cause.,” When a primary cause meets with a

secondary cause, a phenomenon (effect) is produced. This is called “such
an effect.”
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Thus primary cause is equivalent to most Western ideas about.c‘ausauon,
while secondary cause can be seen as the context that facilitates the
achieving of an effect. o . - 1
This complex account of causation is little known in the intellectua
traditions of the West. Aristotle, for example, spoke of fonfr causes—
material, efficient, formal, and final—but this is a peculiarly hr?car
notion. It certainly did not allow for the context (se‘condary causation,
or yuan) to have any influence on the effect. Buddhism porfray.s causa-
tion as constrained by the other, secondary, factors. In this view, the
cause does not produce an effect by itself but must have the proper
conditions before the result will occur. . N -
Keeping in mind these definitions, we are now in a position to define

yuan as

a co-operating cause, the concurrent occasion .of an ew?r!t as distinguished
from its proximate cause. It is the circumstantial, conditioning, or sec?nd-
ary cause, in contrast with the direct or fundamental cal{sc. e The direct
cause is the seed, and yuanis the soil, rain, and the sunshine. [italics added}
{(Soothill & Hodous, 1968, p. 440)

To return to our original thesis, recall that we wanted to dis.cu.ss.yuan
in terms of Chinese interpersonal relationships. Thf:.mlfltlphcny o!i:
secondary conditioning factors (for “secondary conditioning fact.ors,.
read “yuan”) gives rise to an interpersonal rca!m whose comp.lexlt.y'ls
only partially known to the social actor. Buddhists speak 9f an |f1abll|ty
to see all causative or conditioning factors and of lhe. limitation that
results from this, namely, that things happen for which one has no
explanation. . . . |

The principle of yuan has signiflcant_m?phcan_ons for' mtel"petfona”
relationship. According to Buddhism, it is 1mpqssnl?le to identify the,,
or even “a,” major cause of a given event. In this view, the Wf:stemer ]
preoccupation with communication as a sole, Or even as a major, !’actor
in relationship is misdirected. In Chinese thought, any rclz{uonsh:p has
its roots in uncounted numbers of lifetimes and is situ'ated in a complex
web of interdependent causative factors that are Pulsndc the confro.l, or
even the comprehension, of the human mind. It is much more dlf.flcu.lt
for Chinese to try to provide a causal account for .relgtmr}shlp, in
contrast with the Westerner's insistence that communication 1s one of
the factors that can account for relationship success or fallure.' '

Influenced by Buddhism, many Chinese conceptualize rel?thn§h1ps
as taking place at the nexus of a multitude of causes that an individual
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accrues in this and other lifetimes. As Nakamura (1984, pp. 147-148)
writes,

In order to explain the true pature of differences in individual existences,
aspects, forms and appearances, | must be able to accept or subscribe to a
differenl context, a framework in which every individual, so to speak,
receives influences from other individuals as well as from all other things.
... All of this must be attributed to countless conditions and causes imposed
by an immeasurable past that brings forth unique personalities.

This leads us to what is perhaps the feature most characteristic of
Chinese views of relationship: If one does not form a relationship with
another, and cannot explain why, mere often than not, that person wilt
not seek to identify a cause why the relationship did not blossom and
grow. He or she will simply say, “We probably did not have yuan.”
Rather than relying on their ability to identify causative factors in the
relationship that can be “worked on” (such as communication), Chinese
are more likely to accept the conditions imposed by the context, even
if they do not fully understand those conditions.

It is against this backdrop, then, that we must view yuan. Yuan
between individuals results from the causes that make up both individ-
vals’ lives: their karma, in other words. The results, the fruits, of these
karmic decisions, when they encounter secondary causation (yuan), arc
seen as determining who you will be involved with, to what degree, the
kind of relationship, and how long it will last. For example, one might
want to make friends with someone else. the primary cause in this case
is the subjective willingness or volition on the part of both parties to
form some kind of relationship. However, the friendship, according to
Chinese belief, will not grow unless conditions of secondary causation
(yuan) are fulfilled.

It is worth noting that the notion of yuan exists on at least two distinct
ievels for the Chinese. The more abstract sense of the word relates (as
we have shown) to the complexities of Buddhist theology and particu-
larly to its depiction of a shifting, unstable world of innumerable
causative factors. Yet, even though the concept of yuan began in theol-
ogy, the Chinese have always preferred that which is most immediately
useful to them (Chan, 1963). Chinese have appropriated the idea of yuan
and find it useful as a means of conceptualizing relationships without
having to bother with many of its philosophical subtleties. This second
level relates to immediale experience and serves as a metaphor by
means of which Chinese come to describe their relationships. This is
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the “common” usage of the word. To see how modern Chinese define
this concept, let us now turn to an analysis of the interviews.

MODERN CHINESE INTERPRETATION OF YUAN

As must be the case with any concept that undergird.s.the philosophy
of a given culture, we found a great deal of repc'tltlon among_ our
respondents’ references to yuan. The same explanauons,. ar.ld even, in
some cases, the same metaphors, are used to express ccTtal_n 1de?s about
yuan. Therefore, it makes more sense to present our findings m.tcnns
of certain key ideas that are brought out by the respondents fonmdercd
as a group rather than trying to describe caf:h rcs.pondent s fmswers
separately. As we examine the data from the mter\.news, thcn.e a.re t\lfo
facts to keep in mind: First, there are mipor bu.t noticeable variations in
the way our respondents talk about tl_ns topic, and, second, there hlS
general agreement on the basic principles of yuan. We feel that l‘c
former fact is a testimony to the richness of yuan, while the latter is

its ubiquity in the Chinese culture.

P"‘;‘:)fn:: :)fsour ?esp)c,mdcnts considered yuan to I?e, in the w"ords of one,
“a very precious chance” for people to meet. Chmcs.c conmdc?r.that, Oll.;I
of the many people you may come into (.:ontz?ct with, conditions wil

only be right for you to form a relationship w1ll‘1 a very few. Thus it is
thought that people meet each other rot by ?CC!dent but because yuan
facilitates the encounter (which is quite dlffe'rent from the Western
approach, where the focus is more on relationship mamtelllance and !ess
on the reasons why people meet each other). In the Buddhlst theological
language we alluded to earlier, it seems appropriate to refer to such
fortuitous opportunities as fucilitative conditions. . )

The people we interviewed generally agreed on the: importance o
yuan as a facilitative condition in which tvf'o feemmgly unrelated
people are brought together. As one fcmalc.sald, If today l, rn.cef you:
it is because we have yuan . . . when I say ‘nice to meet you, t.hls nice
has the flavor of yuan.” Later, this same rcspondc.n't characten.zcd yuan
as “a kind of opportunity”: when the proper conditions are satisfactory,
one will be able to form a relationship with the other person. .

The other side of this coin is that, when cond_itions are 'not s:lmsfa?c-
tory, no amount of effort will ensure one’s having a relationship w'lth
the other. Thus, as one informant said, “If you can arrange someth:r'xg
by yourself, this is not yuan, but if you tfy.very hard and are sul’l’
prevented from achieving success, we say this is due to a lack of yuan,

The Concept of Yuan & 37

The above account illustrates that Chinese people see relationships
in ways very differently than those in the West. In fact, to some extent,
Chinese pay more attention to secondary causation (yuan) than to
primary causation. Westerners tend 1o belicye that personal and indi-
vidual effort can overcome most obstacles in relationships and seldom
if ever pay attention to appropriate conditions—not, at least, until a
relationship gone wrong forces this realization upon them. Chinese, by
paying attention to yuan at the outset, take a broader and more philo-
sophical perspective toward thejr associations with other people.

Two common Chinese aphorisms show how pervasive this theme is
in Chinese culture. The first expression is, Ren suan bu ru tign suan
(human beings cannot count what God counts). (Note: All quoted
Chinese expressions are Romanized according to the Pinyin system,
Choy, 1981.) This can be taken to mean that humans can be aware only
to a small degree of the contexts in which they function. Full knowledge
of context is reserved only for the deity. In terms of relationships, unless
the facilitative conditions are fulfilled, one cannot predict how the
relationship will eventuate.

A second common Chinese expression is tian shi, di li, ren he (to be
successful requires the timing, the place, and the human factors). An
individual has a certain degree of control only over the third of these
factors, the human factor. Again, this common saying points to the
Chinese belief that only when all three conditions are fulfilled can there
be a facilitative situation that allows events to transpire,

As we mentioned carlier, relationship is seen by Chinese as similar
to a seed: Unless it encounters the right conditions of humidity, rain,
temperature, soil nutrients, and so on, it cannot grow. This idea was
illustrated in a recent story in a Taiwan newspaper (Song, 1988). In this
story, a young man was about to be married. He said that someone had
introduced him to his bride-to-be Some two years previously. The young
man said that, if he had known at that time that she would eventually
become his wife, he would have married her then. However, the writer
disagreed: She felt that it was only at the later point, when their yuan
was right, that they could be together: “l always hear people say, *If
only I had known earlicr, | would have . .., " the writer commented,
“but even if you had ‘known earlier,” it would still have been useless.”
Because yuan possesses its own timing, one must wait until the envi-

ronmental conditions allow an association to occur. In contrast to the
Western approach (where timing would not have been considered nearly
so important a factor), the modern Chinese allows unknown factors to
play a significant role in forming a relationship. An indjvidual’s effort
can succeed only when conditions facilitate it,
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To this point, we have seen how modern Chinese people have inter-
preted the classical Buddhist concept of yuan to help them account f(?r
interpersonal relationships. But there i§ much more to yuan than this
very basic definition. To elaborate these ideas more extensively, we nolw
turn to eight key Chinese expressions related tn? the c'oncept of yuan. In
each instance, we will show not only that the interviewees share. some
definitions of the basic linguistic expression but also l.hal there is con-
siderable individual variation in how they choose to m?erpre.l the ex-
pression and actualize it in their own interpersonal relationships.

EIGHT KEY CHINESE LANGUAGE EXPRESSIONS
RELATING TO YUAN

One of the ways that a culture’s richness can be man.ifested is
through its language. This is particularly true of the C‘hmese lanl;
guage, which assigns a large and diverse number‘of meanings to.cac
individual character. In this section, we will examine eight key ?hmese
expressions that serve to define the conf:cpl of yuan. 'I:hese eight ex-
pressions can be categorized on the basis of lhel.r rel:_mon to 'Wcstern
ideas of interpersonal activity, with two expressions lllustrzftu?g each
of the following categories: (a) presence or absence of assocnatnon, (b)
quality of relationship, (c) mutual attraction, and (d) attitude toward
association.

Presence or absence of association. As we have seen, success or
failure in relationships is often attributed by Chinese !9 whether or l:lOl
two people “have” yuan. Two commonly used expressions to“descnbe
this situation are you yuan (4 %), meaning “to have yuan,” and wu
yuan (B % ), meaning “not to have yuan.” o

Let us examine yow yuan first. Chinese do not see assoqlallon as
random; therefore, one expects to associate onfy with tho‘sc wn.th _whom
one has yuan. Moreover, the extent or degree of the relationship is also
a factor controlled by yuan. One respondent felt. very strongly about the
destiny of association: “If two people are destined to have yuan, they
will meet each other, even if they have never known each othér before.
When the time is right, all other factors will accumulate to b.rmg abo'ut
the chance for them to meet.” As one common Chinese saying put§ it,

“If you have yuan with each other, though you are thousand_s of miles
apart, you will still meet. If you don’t have yuan, even if you are
face-to-face, you will never know each other.” Th.us Chlne§e con'mder
those with whom they do associate 10 be very spccml.' Yuan llsclf'ns, on
one sense, a reciprocal concept: those you associate with are considered
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to have yuan with you, and those who have yuan with you are those with
whom you will likely have important relationships.

Because associations based on shared yuan are considered to be very
special, Chinese may develop favorable feelings on the basis of intu-
itive judgments about whether or not they feel they are likely to have
yuan. Such a feeling can vary in degree according to how much yuan
one actually has with another. Most female respondents said that they
know intuitively who they have yuan with from the very first encounter
(that is, those with whom they expect to have subsequent encounters).
As one woman pointed out, the feeling of yuan must exisi “before | have
decided to make friends with someone.” Nevertheless, none of these
female respondents stated that her decision on whether she has yuan is
based on the attractiveness of the other person’s personality; rather, it
is thought to be some kind of unexplainable feeling. According to one
respondent, one can have yuan with another and yet be different in
temperament from that person (that is, the yuan may exist, but the
attraction on the basis of personality may not). She went on to say,
“Most of the time my [initial] Judgment is correct” but also that she stil]
reserved her final judgment for later in the relationship.

Because you yuan is considered 1o represent likelthood of associa-
tion, it is in romantic relationships that Chinese most strongly hope that
they share yuan with the other. Moreover, they usually also hope that
they have a great deal of Yuan, so much so that they will be able 1o
associate with the other for an entire lifetime. One informant stated that
she has a foreign boyfriend (Canadian) and that, even though their
relationship is stable at the current time, she sometimes is unsure about
how long they will be together. Nevertheless, she says that, if they have
a lot of yuan, they will be “together forever.” Not knowing how long
the relationship will last, this woman leaves the unknown factors to take
their own course. Perhaps this is a form of resignation, based on the fact
that the informant has had several, largely unsuccessful, romantic

relationships in the past.

Next, let us consider wu yuan. This means that there is no chance for
association or interaction with another person. One respendent offered
several examples of how this can occur:

Suppose you live in the same building as some other person for three years,
and yet in all that time you have not been able to connect that person’s
name and face. You don't have yuan with this person: you might look at
him or her without really seeing. Suppose a person is in front of you and
still cannot attract your attention: with thijs person you don't have yuan
cither. Another person and | might admire each other (in terms of a romantic
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relationship), but somehow | might also know we will never be together:
the other person may have some commitment fo someone else, or else there
is no match between our personalities. With such people, [ will say that we

have nc yuan.

Another respondent put the matter this way: “There are some p(.:ople,”
she stated, “that I feel I have less yuan with, either from the first en-
counter or after several meetings. I feel that we won't have much chance
to interact with each other, or even if I have such a chance, | would.not
like to interact with them.” Wu yuan. then, carries a d'oublc meaning:
People either don’t have the opportunity 1o assoclate with c'ach other or
else they have the opportunity but do not want to associate. As this
respondent told the interviewer, “I always.use wu yuan to fend away

M 13
unwanted suitors.” Because they are nol rejected outright, “that makes

them feel much more comfortable.” N .

Wu yuan is considered to be the saddest condition to _hav'e in a ro-
mantic relationship. If either romantic partner has the inclination to
continue associating with the other, but there is wu yuan between them,
then conditions will not allow their romance, regardless of ho.w much
one person may want it to occur. A common saying reflects lhl.S yearn-
ing: “If we do not have yuan in this life, then let us have _yuan ina ne).(t
life.” Many Chinese romantic novels revolve around this theme, It is
interesting that most of the references our respondents' made to wu yuan
occurred after we questioned them about reincal_'nauon; though m.ost
said they either cannot verify, or do not belic.ve in, a subsequent ]1f.e,
they still consider continuing yuan in a next life tolbe a very romanf:c
concept. As one female respondent put it, “We think of the next life
so that we will not feel so sad in this one.” Here one gets a sense of the
deep sadness that accompanies the loss of yuan: ’ljhe're is still some
emotion, but the conditions do not allow the association to continue.
Thus there is still something remaining (the emotion), but something
has been lost (the facilitative conditions). This is why it is hoped that
the emotion will carry on into another lifetime, where perhaPs the
context will allow association. While Chinese acknowledgf: the impor-
tance of personal effort in maintaining a given relationship, they also
belicve that, to a certain extent at least, failure or success of the
relationship depends on the contextual faclors. .

Wu yuan can also occur between parent and child. In one e.xamplc
known to the principal author, a Taiwanese couple adopted a child and,
as is the custom with Chinese parents, went [0 a fortune-leilc':r for a
prediction of the child’s life. Without kno.wing. lha.t the child was
adopted, the fortune-teller stated simply, “This child will not have yuan
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[“wu yuan”] with his parents.” The parents took this to mean that the
child and his natural parents would not be associated to any significant
degree. Regardless of whether one grants the prediction any validity,
the usage of the term wu yuan reveals its inextricable association with
Chinese ideas concerning ability, or inability, to associate.

Quality of Relationship

Not only is yuan something that either does or does not exist between
people, the term can also serve to describe the guality of a relationship.
In general, yuan is described as yuan fen (%% 15 ), an expression that
denotes a “good” relationship (good, in this sense, meaning that one
*has yuan” with another). In common Chinese usage, as confirmed by
our informants, to have ywan is considered to be good, something very
special, to be cherished in and of itself.

One important reason that vuan is nearly always considered to be
good is that Chincse consider the chance to associate with another to
be a very precious opportunity. Because only those who have yuan are
destined to be associated, and because the fortuitous combination of
secondary causes happens only rarely {(depending not only on oneself
but on many uncontrollable factors), Chinese respect and make the best
use of this opportunity when it presents itself. So important is this
feeling that, even if you associate with someone you do not like very
much, you will try to cherish the chance to interact with that person.

This seemingly contradictory prescription is perhaps one of the
clearest reflections of the collective nature of Chinese society. Many
Chinese feel that even stressful relationships have come about as a
result of the combination of many different types of primary and
secondary causative factors, as these relationships are brought about by
the individuals’ karmic decisions. Supposc, for example, that one is
involved in an unhappy marriage. Even though one may be unhappy,
one may yet continue the relationship and comfort oneself with the
knowledge that it is not easy to have yuan with the other person.
Moreover, because it is brought about by the accumulations of one’s
own deeds through countless lifetimes, yvan cannot be avoided. Or, in
the case of obstreperous in-laws, Chinese may say, “It is not easy to
become an in-law; many factors had to combine to cause our families
to associate with each other.”

Yuan is held in such high regard that disturbance of yuan is consid-
ered by mosi Chinese to be an extremely grave matier. For example, if
two people are intercsted in each other, and one of them asks a third

person to offer an opinion about whether or not their association will



42 e CROSS-CULTURAL INTERPERSONAL COMMUNICATION

be good, the third person can only serve to assist the two peop_le to
associate, never to hinder them from doing so. As one common _Chme'se
expression says it, “When you advise people in their relatlonshlP,
advise them to associate rather than to dissociate.” Older peo.ple in
Chinese society believe that interference in a couple’s relat.ionsh.lp.wﬂl
be punished. Once again, we can sec how important relanon‘shlp is to
the Chinese cultural fabric: Any relationship is to be cherished and
tolerated, and one must not purposefully interfere with any chance of
association. .

These examples of respect for yuan may reflect not only the high
esteem in which Chinese hold interpersonal relationships but also the
Buddhist origins of this concept. Buddhists hold that yuan is accumu-
lated over many thousands of existences. Thus to tamper in the c.urrem
lifetime with what has been perfected slowly and painstakingly in past
lives is to generate extremely negative karma. ‘

This is not to say that Chinese interpersonal relationships are ah:ays
good. Chinese reserve the expression nie yuan (& i£) .lo‘des?rlbe. a“bad
relationship.” The linguistic background of this dls:tmcuon is very
interesting: notice that yuan fen is simply the description of yuan, w:,th
no evaluative adjective coupled with it (fen simply means “‘share ).
Thus, when Chinese want to distinguish unfavorable relationships, they
are forced to couple the word yuan with the word nie, an e_xtre.mely
derogatory term that means simply “very bad.” The descnplu.m :tse!f
can be extremely repugnant to Chinese; as one respondent pl{t it, “This
term [nie yuan] very seldom comes to my mind. The fvo.rd “me‘ soundi
extremely bad to me, so I do not even want to look at it [italics added].
She said that she would rather interpret the phrase as “mistakenly
arranged yuan” in order to banish the expression from considf:ration’;
«yyan could not be so bad,” she protested, “it could only be a mistake.
This is a very clear echo of the point we made previously: Chinese hold
human relationship above nearly every other aspect of thefir culture. Tt
takes a great deal for them ever to give up on a relationship. _

Nevertheless, there are many instances of nie yuan, some of which
were pointed out by our respondents. One of the most common is the
ill-fated romantic affair. One respondent offered the example of two
people, each married to someone else, associating and decidin% that
they have met each other too late. This arrangement must be a “mis-
take,” because social rules (which Chinese hold in high regard) con-
demn such association. If the two people never associated with each
other, everything would be fine, Therefore, the informant explair}ed. “I
even use moral standards to make judgment—I would describe this case
as being “immoral.’”
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Another respondent suggested that nie yuan sometimes occurs in the
case of two people who get married, find out later that they do not love
each other, and then get divorced. The hapless spouse in such a rela-
tionship may be seen as a victim of nie yuan: A relationship between
the two partners should never have happened, but the relationship came
about anyway, so the result is guaranteed to be bad. However, another
respondent claimed that, if one partner decides to remain faithful to his
or her spouse, this could constitute a betrayal of the heart, which is also
a kind of nie yuan.

The determination of nie yuan in romantic relationships can become
quite complex, however. As one respondent noted, by nie yuan, Chinese
mean that one has already tried hard to avoid the relationship but has
been unsuccessful “because the yuan between the two of you is too
strong.” According to her, simply falling in love with someone you
should not fall in love with is not nie yuan, Nie yuan is reserved for
instances of uncontrollable associations that are seemningly compelled
by fate.

Moreover, it should not be surprising to find that a person in the
throes of a nie yuan-type relationship is often unaware of that fact.
Indeed, one respondent said that nie yuan is used to describe a relation-
ship enly after it turns out to be bad. Another informant said: “You
cannot know the result in advance. . . . After the event is over and you
reflect on it, you conclude that, ‘This relationship should never have
happened, but it did, so it is a true nie yuan.””

Mutual Attraction

As shown previously, the meaning of yuan relates to facilitative
conditions and can thus serve as a basis for Chinese to be associated
with one another. To Chinese, such persons are noteworthy in a very
specific sense: the relationship is held to be interdependent, because
yuan has dictated the association not simply for one but for both. Yuan
thus becomes a quality that each person possesses and serves as a way
for people to decide to associate with each other: In other words, they
associate if they “match yuan.” Because of this special feeling, yuan
becomes a quality to describe the relationship between people rather
than simply a statement of conditions of secondary causation.

One example of this idea among Chinese linguistic expressions is tou
yuan (14 « ), which denotes a matching of yvan. One male respondent
explained this by means of an unusual metaphor:
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Before | knew my girlfriend, I didn’t feel tou yuan with any girl. Tknew a
lot of girls and some of them were either very pretty or very well off, but
1 didn’t feel that 1 wanted 1o marry them. You may want to lake.a picture
with a beautiful girl or with a marvelous building to show your fn::nds. but
you wouldn’t want to live in that building. But the feeling of “matched
yuan” is different. When Iam with my girlfriend, I want to marry her. | feel
comfortable with her and want to live in the building.

Tou yuan is considered by our respondents fo be a very comfonabl.c
feeling, a sense that “gverything is all right” with the othcr‘person. This
respondent went on to say that tou yuan rcfcr-s to the fe_clmg you !1avc
when a person comes along who fits exactly m'to' ¥oui 1c'lca of an }deal
mate: “The other person ‘shoots into’ your definition” (in tl}e C'}’uncse
language, fou means not only “to match” but alse “t.o shoot 1_nt0 ).

To Chinese, “matched yuan” is @ deeply mystcn(.)l.ls fccll'ng, unex-
plainable by reference to ordinary personality similarities or differences
(as compared with the standard Western social psyctfologlcal a(.:coqnt
of the role of personality or attitude similarity in ff)rmm‘g‘ and maintain-
ing relationships). One female respondent explal.ncd, Matchcd yuan
does not occur because of time, or because of mte’ractwns between
participants that make them familiar with each other:’ Our respondents
believe that even those with vastly different, even dissonant, personal-
ities can still have “matched yuan” with each other.

However, there can also be a feeling of bu tou yuan (3 1% ), or “not
matching yvan.” In such relationships, one is Pncomfoﬂablc with t_hc
other person not because there is a problem in terms of pcrs.onahty
incompatibilities, or with communication, but because of a feeling that
association with the other is “just not right.” One needn’t hate such
people, or have open conflict with them. It is sir'nply that one knows
that relationship with them is impossible. This is different from wu yuan
{no yuan). in that case, the proper environmental (secondary causa’t,lon)
conditions make relationship impossible. In “nonmatched yuan,” the
environmental conditions may permit a relationship, but there is always
a sense that the relationship is “going nowhere.”

Earlier we cited our informants’ opinion that yuan is desirable in and
of itself. Therefore, if yuan is not matched, this is considered to be
undesirable. As one female informant said, “If it is ‘not matched yuan,’
| would not even use the term ‘yuan’ to describe it.” Btu !.ou yuan
(unmatched yuan) is not held to be a problem of communication; It is
simply a feeling that “things are not right.” o

Another expression used to denote mutual attractlon' is ren yuan
(A_ i), or “human yuan.,” Persons who are, in general, liked by many
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other people are said to have ren yuan. Ren yuan is unigue among
Chinese descriptors of yuan in that it is the only expression that speci-
fies a relationship between an individual and a group. As one female
informant said, “When 1 say ‘human yuan,” 1 refer to the relation
between a person and a group of people, whereas other kinds of yuan
denote a relationship between two people who, together, form an inter-
action system . . . the meaning of [this term] is different from the other
kinds of yuan we have been discussing.”

Unlike tou yuan and bu tou yuan, however, ren yuan refers to a
condition in which personality does play a large (though by no means
the only) part. As one informant said, such a person “is easy to get along
with, is nice to others, and others like him.” In a famous Chinese novel,
Where There Is Water in the River, There Is Reflected a Moon (Xiao,
1990), a mother is praised for giving her daughter ren yuan instead of
giving her a beautiful face. The reason personality plays such a large
role in ren yuan is that those so designated learn to deal with people and
situations in a posilive and constructive way. However, people who are
simply “nice” or “popular” may not have “human yuan.” To Chinese,
popularity often simply means that one is sociable, in the sense of
having social skills; however, this sort of skillfulness, often manifested
through communication, is seldom considered a virtue by Chinese
(Becker, 1988),

There was a great deal of controversy about ren yuan among our
informants. Some argued that people who have ren yuan know “how to
deal with things,” that is, they are more socially mature and hence have
stronger personalities. As one respondent said, “Those with ‘human
yuan’ need to know a lot to behave appropriately.” Some people,
according to this informant, may be nice but cannot please everyone
because they do not know how to do things in the right way.

However, other respondents claimed that those who have ren yuan
are simply more naive than those around them. One informant stated
flatly that ren yuan means that one finds it easy to please others, so that
“others are happy about you.” Such individuals, this informant argued,
have no strong personality and, therefore, find it casy to survive. For
this reason, the informant said, the term ren yuan is more often used to
describe children than adults.

Perhaps it is for this reason that another of our female informants
refused to consider the term ren yuan as complimentary. In her inter-
view, she stated, “Usually, such people [those with ren yuan] have less
individual personality to claim for their own. They have no guiding
spirit and therefore they are easily accepted by others. It is not a very

complimentary term,”
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Generally, our informants believe that one can judge whether another
has ren yuan without really knowing the other person very wel.l..How-
ever, some informants reserve their judgment until it is vcrlflcc_l or
rejected by subsequent interactions. One informapt claimed that it is
necessary for one to have more interactions with someone befori
judging whether that person has ren yuan. “When you are in a group,
this respondent explained, “your judgment is very easily influenced by
the judgments of others. If everybody says, ‘That person has no human
yuan,’ I probably will take this as an explanation of h]S. behaviors and
keep my distance. If in fact | do have yuan with him, it will take a longer
time to know him.” .

Attitude toward yuan. Even though the preceding discussion has_shed
some light on the complexities of yuan as a descri!)tor of Chinese
relationships, we have had little to say about how Chinese l:e§pond to
the influence of yuan in their interpersonal spheres of activity. Two
terms reveal the Chinese attitude toward yuan: (a) sui yuan (14 4%),
which means “follow yuan”, and (b) xi yuan (1§ %), which means to
*“cherish yuan.”

First, let us consider sui yuan, or “follow yuan.” A great deal of
Chinese philosophy and culture is based on the jdea that wisdom and
happiness are achieved when one discovers the ways of the natural
world and acts in harmony with them (Haas, 1956). Thus, becal.ls.c yuan
is in fact a metaphor that stands for the sum total of all conditions in
the natural world, it is to be expected that Chinese would place a great
deal of importance on acting in accord with yuan. As one informant
stated, “Sui yuan is a feeling of nof forcing contact between yours?lf
and others in your life. Rather, you naturally meet and intt?ract with
people . . . but [on the other hand] you do not purposefully af’md chaqccs
to meet people.” Or, as a male respondent put it, “If there is a relation-
ship, it is OK; if there is no relationship, that is OK, too."_ .

Following yuan is important to our respondents because l.l is a symbol
of respect for the other person. One informant said, “Forcing others t’o
do something they don’t want to do is useless. You cannot change his
heart. He is here but his heart is not here.” Another said, “Even if you
can force someone to do something through your personal power, this
is not beautiful, and for that reason it cannot be yuan.”

The novel Where There Is Water in the River, There Is Reflected a
Moon (Xiao, 1990) illustrates the depth and beauty of the n'otionlof
“follow yuan.” In this novel, a young woman attributes her relationships
with her family, friends, and lover to yuan. She describes all the love,
concern, and care among people as they meet each other. She especially
emphasizes the relationship she has with her lover. At the novel’s
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conclusion, after she has quarreled with her lover, she tries to contact
him to tell him how much she loves him. She walks over to his house
but hesitates to go upstairs to see him., She sees the light on in her
boyfriend’s room; after staying there for three hours, she suddenly
realizes that their yuan has gone and she leaves without seeing him. As
the heroine of the novel says, “Perhaps it is better not to see you. What
can I say if you have already made up your mind, if you do not suffer
in your heart? To be able to stand like this is fortunate enough for me.
Knowing you in this life has already fulfilled my life” (Xiao, 1990,
p. 336).

In this complex and moving narrative, one can see what appeals to
some people about yuan and also what repels them. Many Easterners
would probably like to believe that the heroine of this story is destined
somehow to be associated with her boyfriend. This is a very romantic
notion, tied to the oldest myth about love, that somewhere there is a
“special someone” for each of us and that, when we find this person,
we will be truly happy.

Nevertheless, some people (Westerners in particular) might look on
the heroine’s behavior as too fainthearted and timid. Why does she wait
below, instead of “talking things over” with her boyfriend? Between the
two of them, they might have been able to change things and get back
on the road to recovering their relationship (“get things back on track™).
Above all, why does she wait for three hours, at the end of which time
she “suddenly” decides that the yuan may have vanished? It seems as
if she is looking at the concept of yuan to justify her own sense of
cowardice, rejecting the one opportunity she has to make things differ-
ent. Some might say that she has simply given up to fate and not even
a fate that has been thrust upon her but one that she clearly chooses
herself.

But Chinese see this situation entirely differently. Firstof all, Chinese
see human relationship as something that cannot be forced, The problem
is not just that the woman in the novel does not want to talk to her
boyfriend, she instead wonders whether the conditions (the ynan) allow
her to do so. Chinese do not see relationships as primarily affected by
the individual actions of a single person (particularly communicative
actions, such as “talking things over”) but as the responsibility of both
parties {as one respondent said, “you need to respect the other person™).
For the heroine to have taken it upon herself to go to her boyfriend, to
have forced the issue, would have been useless, because the boyfriend
could not have been forced to do something that he did not want to do.

Second, even if she does force the relationship, such a course would
not be natural and hence would not be beautiful. For Chinese, nature
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sets the model for human beings to follow (Haas, 1956). In this regard,
Chinese can be said to have a more “spontanecous” romantic view of
relationships: If they do not work out, Chinese would prefer to let thf:m
die, beautifully, rather than desperately attempting to keep th.em ah‘vc
by extraordinary means. Only when the love story dies beautifully in-
side the lovers” hearts can the story be kept forever, regardless of how
much outward bitterness lovers must suffer. For the Chinese, it is use-
less to use strategies to achieve relational outcomes; even if the goal
is achieved, it is still not beautiful. This can be contrasted with the
Western strategic approach to interpersonal communication, which
sees relationship as an outcome of communication. To Westerners,
communication is often viewed as a strategy that produces relational
outcomes (O’Keefe & Delia, 1982). '

Implicit in the novel is the heroine’s realization of her own responsi-
bility in bringing about these results and of the Buddhist doctrine of sui
yuan. She realizes that sui yuan is not the passive acceptance of an
all-powerful fate (Buddhism admits of no such “first caLfscs“), but .that
any intention she has to act against nature (to try to sustain the rfelatlon-
ship by artificial means) is merely a reflection of her own desire, an.d
that this desire will lead her to more suffering. As the heroine of this
novel implies, the transcendent experience of realizing the truth of yuan
is far to be preferred. It is only through the bitterly difficult process of
giving up one’s own desire that a spiritual realization can be achieved
and one’s life can be elevated to a higher sphere.

One of the respondents agreed with this idea but thought it would
be difficult to try in practice. “If yuan is not according to your wi'sh,"
she explained, “of course you will still try hard to change the situa-
tion. You won’t follow the natural development and surrender quietly:
after all, you are only human.” This respondent felt that “follow yuan”
is more something you say when an association has come to an end
and you look back. “You have these feelings only when you .havc
experienced life, and have passed through several other slage_s. It is not
an imaginary feeling; rather, it is a very high spiritual achievement.
Understanding is comparatively easy, but to achieve a spiritual aware-
ness is very difficult.”

This is not to say, however, that all respondents agreed that these
lofty spiritual assessments are to be preferred. Some respondents, in
fact would agree with most Westerners that “follow yuan” is entirely
too passive. For example, one respondent thought that people some-
times say “follow yuan™ as an excuse to avoid action: “If you say ‘fol-
low yuan’ without doing anything, of course the result will be less than
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satisfactory. There is still a lot that can be done by human beings; you
can do a lot to get the best out of your situation.”

Whether “follow yuan” is active or passive is primarily a matter of
individual judgment. Sui yuan can have many other implications, as the
informants pointed out. As one said, “Such a feeling depends on an
individual’s attitude.” Another respondent concurred, stating that “fol-
low yuan” depends on individual response: If bitten by a dog, one
person may say “How unlucky | am!” while another may feel fortunate
not to have been hit by a car. Nevertheless, another informant disagreed
with this relativistic viewpoint, likening yuan to “a moving force.” In
“following yuan,” she said, one is doing something very active. *You
do not falter, but rather you keep going. Thus, to follow yuan is not
passive at all.”

As important as the eoncept “follow yuan” is to our informants,
however, there is one remaining idea that is even more significant: xi
yuan ( +§ &k ), or “cherish yuan.” In fact, a common Chinese proverb
states, suf yuan bu ru xi yuan (it is better to cherish yuan than just to
follow it). The reason for this distinction is that “cherish yuan” is
considered more active and hence more appropriate given the impor-
tance of yuan to Chinese culture. Xi ywan means that two people do their
best to maintain their relationship because the felicitous combination
of external causes and internal feeling does not occur very often.
Therefore, it is important to treasure the relationship, here and now.

Most of our respondents agree with the elevation of xi yuan, believing
that “follow yuan” is too passive. One male respondent pointed out that
Xi yuan puts more emphasis on individual action: “Personally, | think
this is a good attitude . . . if you work harder your life will be better.
Human beings are limited, but beyond human beings, the world is
unlimited. I attribute all of this to yuan because I have a need 1o feel a
sense of certainty.” One female respondent explained, “Xi yuan repre-
sents a sensitivity toward yuan. Those who cherish yuan are more
idealistic and sentimental. Only those who are affectionate will feel
strongly about yuan. When you see that the relationship is important to
you, you cherish it while it lasts, and when it has gone, you hope you
will be able to eontinue it in a future life.”

Our informants especially felt the need to “cherish yuan” when a
relationship with another was uncertain, such as when there was a
danger of the relationship ending. “If we are here,” said one respon-
dent, “and our parents are far away, we won’t have much time to spend
with them. Since human beings are mortal, we will feel strongly
about cherishing yuan with them.” For Chinese, the chance to have a
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relationship is so precious that it must be cherished and not strategically
manipulated.

SIGNIFICANCE OF YUAN FOR CONCEPTUALIZING
CHINESE RELATIONSHIPS

From the foregoing, it should be evident that yuan is not equivalent
to relationship but that it serves to reveal how Chinese think about their
relationships as well as being a means for Chinese to shape their
interactional activities. Such knowledge is vital if we are (o avoid the
pitfalls of trying unreflectingly to apply Western models of communi-
cation to Eastern interpersonal relationships (Kincaid, 1987).

As a central organizing metaphor, yuan obviously has a wide range
of rich and variable meanings. Nevertheless, these meanings can be
summed up in three basic principles: (1) yuan is typically used to
describe initial interaction conditions; {2) yuan is typically used to
account for more important relationships; and (3) ywan cannot be
forced.

First, yuan is used to describe initial interaction conditions. Because
of the influence of secondary causation, Chinese feel that the initial
contact between two people is an extremely significant event. The most
important aspect for our discussion is that such occasions for initial
interaction do not come about all that easily. In fact, to Chinese, ail
initial encounters share the same quality of specialness. Several infor-
mants said that there are millions of people in the world, so that you do
nol meet any one of them by chance,

Though some people say that the amount of yuan is what sustains the
relationship past its initial stages, many Chinese contend that the func-
tion of yuan is simply to bring people together. Later on, they argue, the
relationship depends upon one’s own personal effort. Thus it is possible
for Chinese to attribute the success of a relationship to individual effort
while at the same time acknowledging that the conditions governing
initial interaction remain largely beyond one's personal control. This
accords perfectly with the Chinese attitude that one should try one’s
best and leave the rest to the unknown,

A second overarching characteristic revealed by the interview data is
that yuan is used to account for important relationships. As discussed
before, if people are associated in any way at all, then they are consid-
ered to have at least some yuan with each other. Moreover, the amount
of yuan will vary in degree according to the relationship. Chinese
believe that a relationship will become significant only if people have
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a great deal of yuan with each other; thus the concept of yuan is reserved
in common parlance primarily to describe those individuals with whom
one shares important relationships.

One female informant expressed the idea explicitly: “l have three
circles of friends. One is simply acquaintances, one is friends, and the
most inner one is close friends. I will only use yuan to describe close
friends and friends. | won’t feel | particularly have yuan with those
who are merely acquaintances.” Or, as another informant put it, *If
you break up with a boyfriend who you do not like very much, you
won't use wu vuan [“no yuan”] to describe the situation. You will only
use yuan to describe a relationship which is very important to you.
Although you still have yuan with him to some degree, who cares about
yuan with him?”

It ts clear that, because our respondents see relationships as some-
thing very special and precious, their feeling becomes particularly
strong toward those with whom they have the deepest relationships. A
sense of “having yuan with,” then, becomes very strong when another
is associated with you to a significant degree. As one male informant
put it, “We always use yuan to describe a potential spouse, because
you are going to marry that person and will have a lot of involvement
with her.”

Another important kind of relationship that Chinese view as a mani-
festation of yuan is that of kinship. One informant said that the most
difficult thing in the world is to be someone’s child or to be someone’s
sister or brother. The kinship relationship is considered to be very
important, primarily because (according to Buddhist theology, at least)
the linkages of association among members of a family require a great
deal of yuan.

A third metatheme revealed in the interviews is that Chinese view
yuan as something that cannot be forced. This idea may reflect the very
important Taoist influence upon Chinese culture: nature says nothing,
the Taoists tell us, yet it paves the way for all things to occur {Chan,
1963). Thus, for the Chinese, the best path for humans is to imitate
nature (Haas, 1956). Under the guiding principle of yuan, relationship
is not something that can be manipulated but something that must
follow its own development, extending beyond human control. By not
forcing a final solution to relational problems, Chinese apparently tack
the strategic view of “relationshipping,” which is the most significant
difference between East and West concerning interpersonal relationship
development.
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THE IMPLICATIONS OF YUAN FOR CHINESE
INTERPERSONAL COMMUNICATION

The above-mentioned three basic principles of yuan shed light on
the way Chinese view their relationships, as contrasted with the West-
ern focus on interpersonal communication in relationships. Basically,
the idea of yuan makes it possible to avoid three possible sources
of confusion in applying Western communication models to Eastern
interpersonal communication: (a) the role of the individual, (b} the
likelihood of future involvement, and (c) the use of interpersonal
communication as a means of comforting.

First, the notion of yuan can regulate how cross-cultural researchers
view the role of the individual in interpersonal communication and
the individual’s instrumental approach toward communication. In the
Western approach, communicators are seen as separate: “Each commu-
nicator is perceived to be a separate individual engaging in diverse
communicative activities to maximize his/her own self-interest, usually
by means of some form of persuasion” (Yum, 1988, p. 376). According
to this Western mode of reasoning, the role of communication thus
bears directly on the relational outcome. For example, note Burleson’s
(1986) review of research confirming that children’s peer status can be
enhanced through development of communicative competence. Duck
(1985) contends that the chief contribution interpersonal communica-
tion scholars can make to the study of interpersonal relationships is to
investigate the role communication plays in “relationshipping.” Berger
and his associates, in their theory of uncertainty reduction {Berger &
Bradac, 1982; Berger & Calabrese, 1975), argue that close relationships
are built upon the extent to which one partner has information about the
other—information that is gained, of course, through communication.

According to this Western view, communication is seen 10 serve
primarily functional and practical purposes in the creation and main-
tenance of interpersonal relationships. A clue to the pervasiveness of
this general model can be seen in what Parks (1982) calls the “ideology
of intimacy,” that is, the belief that, so long as relational partners
disclose to each other, the resultans relationship will be better (deeper,
more intimate). This viewpoint, confirmed by the Katriel and Philipsen
(1981) study of how North Americans view communication, holds that

such intimacy, achieved through communication, assumes predomi-
nance over all other factors in the relationship. For Chinese, however,
communication is not seen as having a direct relational outcome: Such
an idea is subsumed and absorbed by, and must be mediated by, the
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overarching themes surrounding the concept of yuan, which focuses
upon contextual, not individual, factors,

A second issue raised by the awareness of yuan has to do with
speculations about future involvement trajectories. The concept of yuan
can serve as a cognitive guide to real situations, because it has to do not
just simply with how we talk about the relationship but also with the
evolution of chances to interact with the other person in the future.
As one of the respondents noted, when people associate with each other,
some may attribute it to you yuan from the very beginning, a factor
that can lead to having more chances for subsequent encounters. It
is important to realize that Chinese, because they have access to the idea
of yuan, possess a relationship-shaping tool that remains inaccessible
to most Westerners. In a similar vein, Chinese may retrospectively
attribute a relationship to yuan only after several encounters. Whether
the remark about yuan is made in the initial encounter or in a subse-
quent meeting, the result is the same: Yuvan paves the way for future
encounters.

In this view, the objective facilitating conditions are taken as a
subjective force in engaging or disengaging a relationship. Chinese
relationships, thus conceived, are not seen as problems of communica-
tion or an issue of complementarity between relational partners (Duck,
1985) but as the degree to which one is willing to engage a relationship
within the allowance of the conditioning factors, as determined by the
interactant’s personal judgment. Such an approach toward the mysteri-
ous feeling about one’s relational partner, and its consequent result of
increasing chances for interaction, is at odds with earlier Western views
that center on the theme of personality, holding that mutual attraction
occurs when people’s personalities complement one another or when
they hold similar attitudes toward one another. This position is also at
odds with the Western model because it questions whether relationship
is manifested through communication.

Third, the cross-cultural investigator should be alert to the differ-
ences in how comforting is perceived by those who know about yuan.
For Chinese, the concept of yuan can serve as a means for comforting
another in a relationship. While North Americans often try to invoke
communication as a means of relational repair, Chinese are more re-
signed to relational difficulties because they can attribute them to, and
explain them by means of, yuan. Rather than going to an intermediary,
such as a marriage counselor, to resolve communication problems in
conflict resolution, Chinese do not perceive communication as some-
thing that can be strategically employed as a means to an end: that is,
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to rescue the relationship. One informant (who had served as a social
worker, a profession developed in the West) recalled:

A lot of problems which confuse our clients are more practical issues than
relational issues. People who have troubles in their relationships, when
they finally decide to come to ask our help, do not perceive their problems
as communicative problems. It was not until we told them that they had
problems in their communication that they became aware of it.

The cross-cultural researcher who knows about yuan knows that,
outside the West, there are considerably greater restraints on how much
a relationship can be “worked on.” As we have pointed out, the concept
of yuan denotes the natural development of a relationship according to
its facilitating conditions, conditions that cannot be forced. By resign-
ing themselves to unknown factors that bring association as well as
dissociation between people, Chinese feel no need to develop specific-
ally communicative strategies to maintain their relationships. By cher-
ishing the chance of association, and by allowing the relationship to
develop according to its own course, Chinese are more willing to
tolerate a bad relationship or to disengage a relationship without using
communicative strategies to do so. Moreover, even though communi-
cation is not perceived as a tool to affect an outcome, Chinese never-
theless realize the importance of communication. Yet, even in this
realization, communication is not seen as the chief factor determining
whether people are allowed to associate with one another. For if yuan
does not allow the association, there is no way one could rescue a
relationship, whether good or bad. Relationship is not perceived as an
activity 1o be actively pursued by the actors through communication
training but as an activity that develops in its own way and in its own
time.

From the above analysis, three conclusions can be drawn. First,
acceptance of yuan does not mean that Chinese are fatalistic, giving up
on relationships and letting them die. Second, even though Chinese do
acknowledge that they can work on relationships, they do not consider
communication as the only means of doing so. Third, and finally,
granting that Chinese are able to work on relationships through means
other than communication, they are willing to leave certain aspects of
the relationship to contextual factors, which they regard as largely
unknown and unknowable.

In this chapter, we have tried to offer a richer and more philosophical
account of Chinese relationships than that proposed by consideration
of Confucianism alone. While there is no question that Confucianism,
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wirl? its specification of roles and its ordering of society, is the most
obvnous: and identifiable aspect of Chinese culture, it is also true that
Confucianism’s very obviousness precludes its use as a complete ac-
cot{nl of Chinese interpersonal relationships, with implications for
Chmcse interpersonal communication. Chinese are subtle and indirect
in many respects but in none more so than their interactions with other
people. We feel that a consideration of the subtleties of Buddhist
thought enables us to apprehend Chinese thinking about relationship
more completely.

In fact, much of what our respondents told us about their relationships
would (at least from a Western viewpoint) seem to be quite illogical
v-:ere it not for the organizing principle of yuan. When we place Confu-
cian social prescriptions in the field of Yuan, or secondary causation
we are prc?vidcd with a powerful metaphor for explaining how Chinesé
come to view relationship and the extent to which relationship is, or is
npt, an .outcome of communicative competence. Such a realization
aids us in approaching the goal articulated by Kincaid (1987), that is
to challenge and expand the scope of our own thinking about humar;
communication through an investigation of the similarities and the dif-
ferences between the Western and Eastern philosophical models,

I.Jor Chinese, the concept of yuan is not only an abstract philosophy
of |r'1terpcrsonal relationship but also an attitude toward life. From our
earlier example of the newspaper story (Song, 1988) about the young
couple getting married, we can extract a quotation that simultaneously
sums up this attitude and at the same time provides a fitting conclusion
to this chapter:

Don’t regret that you meet each other too late, but do be precious about
your yuan, because in this life, any yuan is not easy 1o get. Only those who
know enough to cherish yuan will realize that even a small encounter might
have been prepared for thousands of years. When yuan is mature, try your
best to make it flower with the most beautifyl blossoms. Whether the flower
blossoms or dies, il you try your best, you will have no regrets.
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