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In Japan, the art of understanding social cues is sometimes referred to as
reading the air. Someone who can’t read the air is considered naive or
clueless!. The ability to read the air is a crucial element of the commonsense
social knowledge required for polite behavior. People without this ability
bumble along?® in their social interactions, clueless about what others are
thinking or expecting, thus leaving irritated people around them.

The Japanese aren’t the only ones who read the air, of course. We all do.
Reading the air involves what social scientists refer to as social cognition®, the
cognitive knowledge and capacities that allow us to function socially. To get
along with others we must accurately interpret social situations, infer what
things mean, and follow appropriate social rules. When we are in familiar
social environments, we are mostly unaware of social cognition. We know how
to politely interrupt someone or make a point without seeming pushy. We are
familiar with the routines for ordering in restaurants or making small talk with
a check-out clerk. In foreign environments, we are less competent.

Social cognition involves a lot of unconscious knowledge about our social
world (often called schema) and an understanding of behavioral expectations
{often called scripts). Schema is the background knowledge that we need to
function in a community = everything from knowing what a toothbrush is
to the Lknowledge that blowing your nose at the dinner table may be
considered rude. Scripts, on the other hand, refer to expectations about
behavior — knowledge of how to introduce vyourself, wish someone a happy
birthday, or say “bless you” when someone sneezes. Scripts and schema are
closely tied together. Knowing which glass is for wine and which is for beer
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goes along with knowing how to clink® glasses when making a toast®.

Perhaps the most striking thing about our social cognition is how second
nature it is. The intuitive mind acts as a kind of social autopilot, reading social
patterns based on its store of schema and scripts. In a foreign environment,
we may fail because we misread situations, don't understand social clues that
locals take for granted, or are oblivious® to the intentions of our hosts. We
need to get a feel for how things work and what things mean.

[Adapted from Joseph Shaules (2015), The Intercultural Mind: Connecting
Culture, Cognition and Global Living)

(] 1. clueless : &4/ 2. bumble along : &/~ D<
3. cognition : 3840 4, clink : BF 2 E5DTE
5. toast : EEfR 6. oblivious : & DJniRA
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0 A ( ) yourself to another piece of cake.

B: Thank vou. I will. This is really delicious.
(2 A: 1 heard many international students have started coming back to
Japan.

B: They account { ) five percent of the student population now.

{3} A: 1 feel nostalgic about this place.

B: Does it remind you ( ) your hometown?

4) A: Do you know when the meeting will take { )?
B: This Friday, at ten o'clock.

(5) A: How many plastic bags did they use every day?

B: Three bags a day ( ) average.
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() It's difficult (come, up, better, to, with, a) idea.

(2} It (had, time, been, finished, the, by) we arrived there.

3) He was able to (the, analyzing, with, problem, by, cope) the

situation carefully.

4) Rock music (keeping, an, played, role, in, important) the party

livety.

(5) I couldn’t figure {e-mailing, why, friend, out, my, stopped) me,
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(1) Which do you prefer, visiting a museum or going to a sports event?

(2} What can we learn from communicating with elderly people?
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