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Abstract

Cross-cultural communication is becoming increasingly important in our globalized world, as
individuals and organizations interact with people from different cultural backgrounds. Metaphors
and rhetoric are powerful tools for communication, but their interpretation and use vary across
cultures. This paper explores the definition and use of metaphors and rhetoric in different cultural
contexts, possible misunderstandings and difficulties caused by their use in cross-cultural
communication, and strategies for applying them effectively. A case study of a business negotiation
between a Western company and a Chinese company is used to illustrate the potential for
misunderstandings and difficulties. The paper concludes with a discussion on the importance of
cultural competence and understanding cultural differences in communication for successful
cross-cultural communication.
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1. Introduction

1.1 Background

Metaphors and rhetoric are important elements
in communication, and their use varies across
different cultural contexts. The interpretation
and use of metaphors and rhetoric can lead to
misunderstandings and difficulties in
cross-cultural communication. Therefore, it is
essential to understand the differences in the
definition and use of metaphors and rhetoric in
different cultural contexts and to explore
strategies for applying them in intercultural
communication.

1.2 Research Question

How do differences in the definition and use of

metaphors and rhetoric in different cultural
contexts affect cross-cultural communication,
and what strategies can be used to improve the
effectiveness of communication?

1.3 Objectives

To explore the differences in the definition and
use of metaphors and rhetoric in different
cultural contexts.

To examine the possible misunderstandings and
difficulties caused by metaphors and rhetoric in
cross-cultural communication.

To propose strategies for applying metaphors
and rhetoric in cross-cultural communication.

To highlight the importance of language
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learning and education in intercultural
communication, especially in the teaching and
learning of metaphor and rhetoric in pragmatic
education.

2. Literature Review

2.1 Definition and Use of Metaphors and Rhetoric in
Different Cultural Contexts

Metaphors are figures of speech that use one
thing to represent another, and they are used to
create meaning, simplify complex concepts, and
facilitate communication. However, the
interpretation and use of metaphors vary across
different cultural contexts, and what is
considered a common metaphor in one culture
may not be understood in the same way in
another culture. For example, in Western
cultures, the metaphor of “time is money” is
commonly used, whereas in some Eastern
cultures, the metaphor of “time is a river” is
more common (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980).
Similarly, rhetoric, which is the art of using
language to persuade or influence others, also
varies across different cultural contexts, and
what is considered an effective rhetorical
technique in one culture may not be as effective
in another culture.

2.2 Possible Misunderstandings and Difficulties
Caused by Metaphors and Rhetoric in Cross-Cultural
Communication

The differences in the interpretation and use of
metaphors and rhetoric in different cultural
contexts can lead to misunderstandings and
difficulties in cross-cultural communication. For
example, a metaphor that is considered positive
in one culture may be perceived as negative in
another culture. Similarly, rhetorical techniques
that are considered persuasive in one culture
may not be effective in another culture. These
misunderstandings and difficulties can affect the
effectiveness of communication and lead to the
breakdown of relationships and trust.

2.3 Strategies for Applying Metaphors and Rhetoric
in Cross-Cultural Communication

To improve the effectiveness of communication
in cross-cultural contexts, it is essential to
develop strategies for applying metaphors and
rhetoric that take into account the differences in
interpretation and use across different cultural
contexts. One strategy is to use metaphors and
rhetoric that are familiar to the target audience,
and to avoid using metaphors and rhetoric that
may not be understood or may be

misinterpreted. Another strategy is to provide
explanations and context for the use of
metaphors and rhetoric to ensure that the
intended meaning is understood.

2.4 Cultural Differences in Metaphors and Rhetoric

To further understand the use of metaphors and
rhetoric in cross-cultural communication, it is
important to explore the cultural differences in
their interpretation and use. In Western cultures,
metaphors and rhetoric often focus on
individualism, competition, and achievement.
For example, the metaphor “climbing the ladder
of success” is commonly used in Western
cultures to represent upward mobility and
personal achievement. In contrast, Eastern
cultures tend to emphasize collectivism,
harmony, and relationships. For example, the
metaphor “harmony is like a beautiful poem” is
commonly used in Eastern cultures to represent
the importance of social harmony and peaceful
relationships (Sato, 2017).

Similarly, rhetoric in Western cultures often
emphasizes directness, logic, and persuasion,
while rhetoric in Eastern cultures tends to
emphasize indirectness, ambiguity, and respect
for social hierarchy (Gudykunst & Kim, 2017).
For example, in Western cultures, a direct and
assertive communication style is often seen as
confident and effective, while in Eastern cultures,
a more indirect and respectful communication
style is often preferred to avoid causing offense
or disrupting social harmony.

2.5 The Impact of Metaphors and Rhetoric on
Cross-Cultural Communication

The differences in the interpretation and use of
metaphors and rhetoric across different cultural
contexts can have a significant impact on
cross-cultural communication. When
individuals from different cultural backgrounds
use metaphors and rhetoric that are unfamiliar
or misinterpreted by the other party, it can lead
to confusion, misunderstandings, and the
breakdown of communication. This can
ultimately lead to failed business negotiations,
damaged relationships, and loss of trust.

However, when individuals are aware of the
cultural differences in the interpretation and use
of metaphors and rhetoric, they can adapt their
communication style to effectively convey their
message and build stronger relationships with
individuals from other cultural backgrounds. By
understanding and respecting the cultural
perspectives of others, individuals can use
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metaphors and rhetoric that are familiar to both
parties, provide explanations and context for the
use of metaphors and rhetoric, and be open to
feedback and clarification.

3. Case Study

To illustrate the differences in the use of
metaphors and rhetoric in different cultural
contexts and the potential for
misunderstandings and difficulties in
cross-cultural communication, we present a case
study of a business negotiation between a
Western company and a Chinese company.

3.1 Case Study Description

A Western company is negotiating a business
deal with a Chinese company. During the
negotiations, the Western company uses
metaphors and rhetorical techniques that are
common in Western business culture, such as
“winning the deal” and “making a good
impression.” However, the Chinese company
interprets these metaphors and rhetoric
differently and perceives the Western company
as aggressive and confrontational. The Chinese
company responds with metaphors and rhetoric
that are common in Chinese business culture,
such as “building a relationship” and “mutual
benefit.” The Western company misunderstands
these metaphors and rhetoric and perceives the
Chinese company as lacking a sense of urgency
and being too focused on building relationships
rather than getting the deal done.

3.2 Analysis

In this case study, we can see how the
differences in the use of metaphors and rhetoric
in Western and Chinese business cultures can
lead to misunderstandings and difficulties in
cross-cultural communication. The Western
company’s use of metaphors and rhetoric that
emphasize competition and individual success
conflicts with the Chinese company’s emphasis
on relationship building and mutual benefit.
These differences in interpretation and use of
metaphors and rhetoric can lead to a breakdown
in communication and a failure to reach a
successful business deal.

3.3 Strategies for Applying Metaphors and Rhetoric
in Cross-Cultural Communication

To avoid misunderstandings and difficulties in
cross-cultural communication, it is important to
develop strategies for applying metaphors and
rhetoric that take into account the differences in
interpretation and use across different cultural

contexts. In this case study, both the Western
and Chinese companies could benefit from
understanding and respecting each other’s
cultural perspectives and using metaphors and
rhetoric that are familiar to both parties. This
could involve providing explanations and
context for the use of metaphors and rhetoric to
ensure that the intended meaning is understood,
as well as being open to feedback and
clarification.

3.4 Potential Strategies for Effective Cross-Cultural
Communication

To avoid misunderstandings and difficulties in
cross-cultural communication, the Western and
Chinese companies in the case study could
benefit from implementing the following
strategies:

Cultivate cross-cultural awareness: Developing
an understanding of the cultural differences in
the interpretation and use of metaphors and
rhetoric can help individuals and organizations
navigate cross-cultural communication
successfully. This can involve research, training,
and cross-cultural exchange programs.

Use familiar metaphors and rhetoric: Using
metaphors and rhetoric that are familiar to both
parties can facilitate effective communication
and build relationships across cultures. This can
involve adapting one’s communication style to
match the cultural preferences of the other party.

Provide explanations and context: Providing
explanations and context for the use of
metaphors and rhetoric can help ensure that the
intended meaning is understood. This can
involve explaining the cultural significance of
certain metaphors and rhetorical techniques.

Be open to feedback and clarification: Being
open to feedback and clarification can facilitate
effective communication and build trust. This
can involve actively seeking feedback and
clarification from the other party and being
willing to adjust one’s communication style as
needed.

By implementing these strategies, the Western
and Chinese companies in the case study can
avoid misunderstandings and difficulties in
cross-cultural communication and build
stronger relationships based on mutual
understanding and respect.
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Table 1. Examples of Metaphors in Different
Cultural Contexts

Metaphor Western
Culture

Eastern Culture

Time is
money

Time is a
valuable
resource

Time is like a
flowing river

Life is a
journey

Life is a series of
experiences

Life is a
pilgrimage to a
sacred place

Love is a
rose

Love is
beautiful and
delicate

Love is a thorny
plant that
requires care

Table 2. Rhetorical Techniques in Different
Cultural Contexts

Rhetorical
Technique

Western
Culture

Eastern
Culture

Directness Straightforward
communication
is valued

Indirect
communication
is often
preferred

Formality Formal
language and
tone is expected
in business

Informal
language and
tone is often
used

Politeness Politeness is
expressed
through
positive
language

Politeness is
expressed
through
negative
language

4. Discussion

The case study presented above illustrates the
challenges of cross-cultural communication and
the importance of understanding cultural
differences in the use of metaphors and rhetoric.
The Western and Chinese companies in the case
study had different cultural perspectives and
expectations regarding business negotiations,
which resulted in a breakdown in
communication and a failure to reach a
successful business deal.

One of the main challenges in cross-cultural
communication is the differences in
interpretation and use of metaphors and rhetoric.
As we have seen, what is considered a common
metaphor or rhetorical technique in one culture
may not be understood or may be
misinterpreted in another culture. This can lead

to misunderstandings and difficulties in
communication, and may even cause offense or
damage relationships.

To address these challenges, it is essential to
develop strategies for applying metaphors and
rhetoric that take into account the cultural
differences in interpretation and use. One
strategy is to use metaphors and rhetoric that
are familiar to the target audience, and to avoid
using metaphors and rhetoric that may not be
understood or may be misinterpreted. Another
strategy is to provide explanations and context
for the use of metaphors and rhetoric to ensure
that the intended meaning is understood. Being
open to feedback and clarification is also
important, as it allows for a better
understanding of the other party’s cultural
perspectives and expectations.

Effective cross-cultural communication requires
empathy, respect, and a willingness to learn and
adapt to different cultural perspectives. It is
important to approach cross-cultural
communication with an open mind and a
willingness to learn, rather than assuming that
one’s own cultural perspective is superior or
universal. Developing cultural competence and
understanding cultural differences in
communication styles, values, and norms can
help build trust, respect, and successful
relationships across cultures.

5. Conclusion

In today’s globalized world, effective
cross-cultural communication is more important
than ever before. It can lead to successful
business deals, positive intercultural
relationships, and a deeper understanding of
different cultures. However, communication
across cultures can be challenging due to the
differences in cultural values, communication
styles, and interpretation of metaphors and
rhetoric.

The use of metaphors and rhetoric in
cross-cultural communication can create
meaning and simplify complex concepts, but it
can also lead to misunderstandings if not used
appropriately. For example, a metaphor that is
considered positive in one culture may be
perceived as negative in another culture.
Similarly, rhetorical techniques that are
considered persuasive in one culture may not be
effective in another culture.

To overcome these challenges, it is important to
develop cultural competence and an
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understanding of cultural differences in
communication styles, values, and norms. This
includes developing strategies for applying
metaphors and rhetoric that take into account
cultural differences, providing explanations and
context, and being open to feedback and
clarification.

Effective cross-cultural communication requires
empathy, respect, and a willingness to learn and
adapt to different cultural perspectives. By
building cultural competence and
understanding cultural differences, individuals
and organizations can build successful
relationships across cultures, avoid
misunderstandings, and achieve their goals.
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