
	

	

No 4 – My thought about cultural engagement – Nothing is Impossible. 
Everything is Difficult 

	
	
 There is a Chinese saying: Nothing is impossible. Everything is difficult. To 
the Chinese, it is often easier to say Yes than to say No.  With a Yes there is 
room to maneuver and to save face if it does not work out.  A No is absolute 
and the outcome is certain.   
 
 The popular English proverb: You can’t have your cake and eat it too gives 
us a sense of the black and white approach in the West.  One cannot eat the 
cake and keep it as well since it is gone once it is eaten.   To the Chinese, there 
are shades of grey.  The cake will be eaten but until it is baked it remains in 
the possession of the person with the ingredients to bake it. 
 
 It is likened to Yin and Yang. There is dialectical duality, with harmony 
surfacing when combined.   
 
 The likely perception of many Australians thinking of engaging with 
Asia is that Nothing is Impossible. Everything is Difficult.  The Chinese speak in 
layers -  they don’t mean what they say, and they say what they don’t mean. There 
is invariably an underlying message and they expect others to read that 
message. 
 
 The truth is that cross-cultural engagement is always going to be 
difficult but not impossible if parties make the effort.  For starters, accept the 
differences but find the commonality of interests.  
 
 The culture may be different but if the common interest is having strong 
family bonds then build on family relationships.  Bring the families together 
to learn about each other first before engaging further in business. 
 
 The food may be different but if the common interest is eating then spend 
time in the communal activity of exploring all manner of culinary delights, 
and throw in a good session of karaoke. 
 
  The spoken language may different but if the common interest is a love of 
food, sports, theatre, cars, etc then the common interest is the common language 
of engagement.   
 
 We cannot put ourselves in the shoes of the other even if we have 
learnt to speak their language but there are many common interests that will 
break down the barriers of an effective cultural engagement.   
 
 While nothing is impossible and everything is difficult, action speaks 
louder than rhetoric. 
 
  


