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In 2001, Richard E. Nisbett and Takahiko Masuda, two social psychologists
from the University of Michigan at Ann Arbor, took two groups —— one from
Japan and the other from the United States —— and showed them video clips
from underwater scenes. When asked to describe what they had seen, the
Americans talked about the fish. They seemed able to recall high levels
of detail about the objects. They said things like: ‘Well, I saw three big fish
swimming off to the left, they had white bellies, and pink dots.” The Japanese,
on the other hand, overwhelmingly talked about the context rather than the
objects: T saw what looked like a stream, the water was green, there were
rocks and shells and plants on the bottom... Oh, and there were three fish
swimming off to the left’

To the experimenters, it was as if the group were seeing different scenes,
shaped by differences in culture. America is a more individualistic society;
Japanese culture is more interdependent. Americans tend to focus on objects;
Japanese on context.

In the next stage of the experiment, the subjects were shown new
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underwater scenes, with some objects they had seen before and some they
had not. When the initial* objects were placed in a different context, this
threw™ the Japanese. They struggled to recognise® the objects. It was as
if the new context diverted® their attention. The Americans, on the other
hand, had the opposite problem. They were blind to changes in the context.

To the researchers, wjthis was a profoundly surprising result. For

decades, a central tenet of psychology was that humans apprehend the world
in fundamentally similar ways. This is called (zyuniversalism.” As Nisbett put
it: T had been a lifelong universalist concerning the nature of human thought...
Everyone has the same basic cognitive processes. Maori herders, Kung*
hunter-gatherers, and dotcom entrepreneurs® all rely on the same tools for
perception, memory, causal analysis...etc.

But the underwater experiment showed that even in our most direct
interaction with the world —— the act of looking at it —— there are
systematic differences shaped by culture. Nisbett’s paper has now been cited
more than a thousand times and inspired a thriving research programme?®.

We might say, taking a step back, that Americans and Japanese operate
with a different frame of reference*.” The Americans —— on average and

acknowledging differences within the group have a more individualistic

frame. The Japanese, on the other hand, have a more contextual frame.
Each frame attends to useful information. Each frame picks out important
features of the underwater scene. Each frame also contains blind spots. The
pictures are incomplete.

But now suppose you were to combine a Japanese and an American in
a ‘team.” Alone, they might perceive only a partial picture. Alone, they
each miss aspects of the scene. Together, however, they are able to recount
both objects and context. By combining two partial frames of reference, the
overall picture snaps into focus. They now have a more comprehensive grasp
of reality.

(v

If two people have perspectives that are incomplete, joining them together
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can yield more insight, not less. They are both wrong, so to speak. They
both miss something. But they are wrong in different directions. This
means that their shared picture is richer and more accurate.

Adapted form Rebel Ideas: The Power of Thinking Differently, by Matthew Syed (2019)
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