
Transcultural Issues in Science
In this paper, I discuss internationalizing science by sharing from personal experience and
introducing the uniqueness of doing science in the developing world. I give examples of how
historical, political, and cultural values influence the way science is done in China. I explain
some aspects of global research, including the challenge of doing theoretical research in
conditions of limited funding. I show why it is important that research be closely tied to
application with reference to our work in China. Finally, I introduce ways my faith influences
my approach to science.

Shanxi Ever green Ser vice is an Amer i -

can Non-Gov ern men tal Orga ni za tion 

(NGO) reg is tered and located in

China. Its pur pose is to col lab o rate with

orga ni za tions and depart ments in Shanxi

Prov ince to estab lish pro grams that will

meet the needs of the com mon peo ple. Ever -

green has a dis tinct Chris tian his tory in

China dat ing back to the 1920s, and con tin -

ues to carry on this spirit today. 

After work ing as a high school teacher

and lab o ra tory bio chem ist, I went to China

in 1991 with my wife Rene to study Chi nese.

In 1994, I assumed the role of Med i cal

 Programs Offi cer for Ever green, which I

con tin ued to do until 2000. In that capac ity,

I worked with a team of Chris tian MDs from

North Amer ica to deter mine the health needs 

of the local peo ple, to under stand the goals

of the local health sys tem, and to deter mine

ways we could col lab o rate to mean ing fully

meet the needs of the local peo ple. Although 

I was not trained in health admin is tra tion, a

back ground in the bio log i cal sci ences helped 

me to grasp the goals of our med i cal doc tors, 

and I had learned from stud ies in com mu -

nity devel op ment how to work with local

peo ple to solve prob lems and meet needs. 

Science in China
The way sci ence is done in a coun try is influ -

enced by his tor i cal, polit i cal, and cul tural

fac tors unique to that coun try. As much as

we might like to think glob al iza tion is mak -

ing for a uni form global cul ture, cul tural

dif fer ences con tinue to run very deep.

China has a long his tory of a strong cen -

tral gov ern ment that sig nif i cantly con trols

peo ple’s lives. His tor i cally, obe di ence to

author i ties has been the main value. Even

an edu ca tor as cel e brated as Con fu cius was

known to say: “The com mon peo ple should

be made to fol low orders, not to under stand

them” (Analects 8.9). China does lay claim

to some sci en tific great ness, but it is largely

lim ited to a few inven tions, namely, gun -

pow der, the com pass, paper-mak ing, print -

ing, acu punc ture, the seis mo graph, and the

pro duc tion of silk fab ric.

The polit i cal sit u a tion of the last fifty-

three years has been in keep ing with China’s 

his tor i cal method of gov er nance. From the

found ing of China in 1949, com mu nist ide ol -

ogy came to per vade all of life for Chi nese

peo ple, includ ing their sci ence. In the 1960s

and 70s, med i cal research was required to be 

done from a com mu nist view point. Com mu -

nism was por trayed as a sci en tific and

intel lec tual sys tem. Even tu ally the very

word sci ence, with all the author ity it had

assumed in the mod ern world, was taken

over and used as a polit i cal tool. 

The word sci ence was even used to legit i -

mize pol icy. Genetic cleans ing (ster il iza tion

of crim i nals, the hand i capped, the men tally

ill) was car ried out in the 1990s in China by

argu ing that it was a sci en tific way to

improve the qual ity of the pop u la tion (even

though it was based on faulty sci en tific
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reasoning). Fac to ries boasted of using “sci -

en tific man age ment.” Many health prod ucts

were labeled “sci en tific.” Caf e te rias were to

be man aged “sci en tif i cally” and beauty

salons boasted of being “sci en tific.” These

prob lems have been so per va sive that peo -

ple have grown sus pi cious of any thing

labeled “sci ence,” and even sci ence itself.

They fear it is not sci ence, but pro pa ganda,

whether polit i cal or in the mar ket ing of

prod ucts.

Sci ence under stood as a pro cess of sys -

tem atic dis cov ery of the way the world

func tions has been over whelmed by these

com pet ing uses of the word. Want ing to

under stand better what Chi nese peo ple

mean by sci ence I began ask ing peo ple,

“What is the oppo site of sci ence?” The con -

sis tent answer I received from my Chi nese

friends was super sti tion. This made sense of

the com mon response of Chi nese peo ple to

the ques tion, “What do you believe?” and

the answer, “sci ence.” Reli gion is seen as

super sti tion and sci ence is con sid ered to be

accord ing to rea son. There fore, reli gion and

sci ence are in oppo si tion.1

Chi nese edu ca tion has rein forced the

stan dard sci ence-reli gion war fare rhet o ric in 

order to prop up mate ri al ism, which was

being offered to them from the works of

Marx and Dewey. In a Jan u ary 1995 arti cle in 

a Chi nese med i cal jour nal, the open ing line

read: “In the mid dle ages, the oppres sive

and sex ist theo log i cal ideas of the Chris tians

held sci ence cru elly hos tage.” The arti cle

then described how Harvey helped to destroy

reli gious ideas by his med i cal dis cov er ies.

This kind of pro pa ganda makes it dif fi cult

for peo ple to pub licly iden tify them selves as

Chris tians. It also makes sci ence appear as a

uni ver sal acid out to dom i nate all ways of

think ing, not as a dis ci pline or activ ity car -

ried out by sci en tists. It is seen not as a

pro cess, but a power.

In addi tion to his tor i cal and polit i cal fac -

tors, cul tural fac tors also influ ence the way

sci ence is under stood and car ried out. Two

aspects of Chi nese cul ture make doing good

sci ence in China unique—face or respect

(mian zi) and con nec tions (guanxi). This

causes respect for peo ple and rela tion ships

to have pri or ity over respect for data or

respect for the truth. The good side of this

attrib ute is that within one’s own net work,

rela tion ships are inti mate and sup port ive.

For many West ern ers, rela tion ships can be

quite for mal or dis tant. But because of a con -

cern that some body might “lose face,” sci en -

tific research can also be hin dered by these

cul tural val ues. Research may not pro ceed

freely, but must be checked against how

the results of the research will make other

peo ple, insti tu tions, or even national pol icy

look. It can only be pub lished if it affords the 

right peo ple ade quate “face,” and as long as

it does not ques tion the motives or actions of 

the rul ing author i ties (in all fair ness, these

aspects are true, to some extent, of sci ence

done any where). Another side of this same

issue is that if one has the right con nec tions

(to the pub lisher or to the author i ties), this

affords a dis tinct advan tage in get ting

 published. In few cases is true peer review

fol lowed. Peo ple are aware of these con -

found ing vari ables to good sci ence, so many

peo ple are sus pi cious of the valid ity of pub -

lished lit er a ture.

How can sci ence pro ceed in such an envi -

ron ment?2 Chi nese peo ple are bright and

highly moti vated. They want to improve in

this area. Pol i cies need to be estab lished and

enforced against fraud. This is tak ing place

in China as it seeks to improve its legal

 system. More global col lab o ra tion can also

spread good sci ence prac tices. 

These obsta cles to sci ence are one rea son

so many gifted Chi nese schol ars wish to

earn their degrees in the West and remain

here to work after wards. China has a long

his tory of val u ing edu ca tion and learn ing,

and has many very bright indi vid u als. But

the cur rent sys tem prioritizes social and

polit i cal sta bil ity above all else. This sys tem

keeps peo ple in sci ence from excel ling on

their own mer its and often reduces every one 

to a com mon denom i na tor of medi oc rity. In

the West, we take for granted the cul ture of

trans par ency and hon esty nec es sary to sus -

tain sci ence.3 

If you work over seas, be aware of how

his tory, pol i tics, and cul ture influ ence the

way sci ence is viewed and car ried out. One

must resist the temp ta tion to crit i cize unfa -

mil iar attrib utes of the host cul ture. Rather,

one must seek to under stand how these

attrib utes affect the way sci ence is per -

ceived, both in good and bad ways.
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Global Research
Net works of col lab o ra tion between West ern and Chi nese

sci en tists are exten sive. Along with glob al iza tion on other

fronts, inter est in global research is grow ing among

 Westerners. This cli mate cre ates the poten tial for increased 

aware ness and increased shar ing of infor ma tion and

resources toward the com mon pur pose of sci ence, includ -

ing the solu tion of shared prob lems. How ever, doing

research in a devel op ing coun try, I have become aware of

the imbal ance that exists in power, knowl edge, and

resources between the West and most of the devel op ing

world. Con se quently, as West ern ers doing research in

devel op ing con texts we need to self-con sciously develop

and nur ture true col lab o ra tion with our national col -

leagues. This is part of Chris tian humil ity. 

It is essen tial to take the time nec es sary to build a

research pro ject and research team that is truly rep re sen ta -

tive of what the local col lab o ra tors know and value.4 It is

easy to pro ceed with our agenda and to think it is enough

just to keep our col lab o ra tors informed—per haps giv ing

them a copy of the pub li ca tion or report when it is com -

pleted. But this is not enough. Out of respect for them as

col leagues and as our hosts, and out of grat i tude for the

oppor tu nity to do research among their peo ple, I believe

we need to allow them to con trib ute, shape, and ulti mately 

own the research itself. We must be patient enough to

bring our national col lab o ra tors along at their pace. In this

way, we not only get a final research prod uct that is valid

and truly reflec tive of the local sit u a tion, we also ben e fit

from the unique con tri bu tions of the local sci en tists.

Our Approach to Research
The work of Ever green began as a pro gram aimed pri mar -

ily at clin i cal care and clin i cal train ing. As we saw the

need, our team moved into con duct ing research to guide

our work.5 Though this research is low bud get and unso -

phis ti cated, it is impor tant to our work. It is con ducted to

explain an obser va tion or to test the effec tive ness of an

inter ven tion. For exam ple, in 1999, after three years of

work car ry ing out a rick ets pre ven tion pro gram, we sur -

veyed 229 chil dren, ana lyz ing 62 vari ables. This work was

enlight en ing for all involved, and helped us mod ify our

pre ven tion strat egy. Research such as this has been coop -

er a tive, and has proven cru cial in guid ing our work and

build ing mutual under stand ing with our local col leagues.

We strive to con duct research that has high social valid -

ity. Social valid ity refers to the soci etal value and prac ti cal

sig nif i cance of a research or inter ven tion pro gram.5 Of

course, all research should be grounded in good sci ence,

but it is pos si ble that research with high sci en tific valid ity

and grounded in good sci ence is threat ened by low social

valid ity. For exam ple, the research may not reflect the

most urgent health prob lems in the com mu nity; or the

pro posed inter ven tions may be too expen sive to be sus -

tain able locally with out exter nal fund ing. A com mon

prob lem is that an effect can be found under highly

 controlled cir cum stances, but with out those spe cific cir -

cum stances, the pro gram stands no chance of sur vival. We 

hope to do research with high social valid ity, in locally

appro pri ate ways, with the par tic i pa tion of the local peo -

ple, and thus increase the capac ity of local peo ple to do

sim i lar research in the future.

Out of respect for them as colleagues and

as our hosts, and out of gratitude for the

opportunity to do research among their

people, I believe we need to allow them to

contribute, shape, and ultimately own

the research itself.

As an orga ni za tion, we occupy a unique posi tion in the

research world. Being “on the ground” in a devel op ing

coun try, we have an under stand ing and an access that few

West ern research ers have. I hope that in the future I will be 

able to serve as a link between research ers, research insti -

tutes and the frontlines in inter na tional health. It would be

good if more Chris tian col leges in North Amer ica (or else -

where) became involved in min is try sit u a tions like these.

The col leges bring exper tise and name rec og ni tion to the

field, and get a unique oppor tu nity of par tic i pat ing in

inter na tional research that is a part of build ing the king -

dom of God! The Chalmers Cen ter for Eco nomic Devel op -

ment at Cov e nant Col lege is an exam ple of a col lege-based

pro gram that links research ers with oppor tu ni ties in the

devel op ing world. They con duct research use ful to guide

pro grams in micro-lend ing and pov erty elim i na tion.

Personal Ambitions
I admire some of the ear li est sci en tists. In addi tion to their

per sonal pro fes sions (farm ing, min is try, med i cine, etc.),

they sat is fied their curi os ity by doing sci ence exper i ments

and research in their free time. Sun days were devoted

to Christian nur ture and fel low ship, and the study of

 theology. They con sci en tiously wrote down thoughts and

obser va tions on top ics such as sci ence, nat u ral his tory,

ecol ogy, human ity and Chris tian faith. They enjoyed rich

and stim u lat ing lives. I would like to aspire to their level of 

pro fes sional and spir i tual fruit ful ness.
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Upon com ple tion of my dis ser ta tion, I will 

resume my pre vi ous role in China. Work ing

with a team of seven other West ern ers who

are com mit ted to work in China long-term,

I want to expand the scope of our pro grams

and increase the num ber of ben e fi cia ries for

each pro gram. I also desire to better train

national col leagues to build and man age

these pro grams. I hope to con duct sim ple,

high qual ity research that helps us to deter -

mine what needs to be done and how best

to do it. This research will be applied in

nature and, I hope, lead to the improve ment

of exist ing pro grams or the estab lish ment of

new ones. Fur ther more, as a Chris tian ser -

vice orga ni za tion, we desire to be a bless ing

to the Chi nese church as we do it.

I hope many of my read ers will have the

oppor tu nity to be involved in teach ing or

research in another coun try. An oppor tu nity 

like this can be refresh ing and enlight en ing.

We have so much to learn from the many

won der ful cul tures and peo ple around the

world. If you do have this oppor tu nity,

remem ber to con sider what sci ence means in 

the his tor i cal, polit i cal, and cul tural con text

of the coun try to which you go.

Conclusion
Pol i tics, his tory, and cul ture inform the way

sci ence is per ceived and car ried out. It is

impor tant that we take these con tex tual vari -

ables into account when con sid er ing how

sci ence is to be done in a given coun try.

Surely we can ben e fit by learn ing from

 people of another cul tural set ting. Like wise,

there are con tri bu tions West ern ers can make 

in the devel op ing world. I hope that ASA

mem bers will con tinue to expand their influ -

ence through research and teach ing col lab o -

ra tions around the world. Such efforts

undoubt edly will strengthen us as indi vid u -

als and as an orga ni za tion, and hope fully

will allow us to be a bless ing to the world. 

In this paper, I have tried to extend dis -

cus sion within the ASA around the topic of

“Inter na tion al iz ing Sci ence” by shar ing from

my per sonal expe ri ence. I thank God for giv -

ing me work in China that is a fas ci nat ing

blend of ser vice, min is try, and applied

 science. For those inter ested, many sim i lar

oppor tu ni ties await you as well. ]

Notes
1Inter est ingly, some Chi nese peo ple con sider Chris -
tian ity to be a reli gion of rea son, rooted in his tory,
and engag ing of the human mind. This is in con -
trast to Bud dhism and Daoism that are mys ti cal
and ahistorical. The “reli gion is super sti tion”
 rhetoric may come from years of polit i cal indoc tri -
na tion along these lines, for his tor i cally Chi nese
peo ple have been very reli gious, if in an eclec tic
and syncretistic way.

2Japan shares these cul tural val ues in large mea sure, 
but sci ence in Japan has been very suc cess ful and is
very advanced. A good legal sys tem helps to con -
trol the neg a tive con se quences of these val ues, and
enhance the pos i tive results of these val ues, e.g.,
respect for oth ers, and loy alty to peo ple and to
employers.

3Is it pos si ble that mod ern rel a tiv ism in the West
threat ens to under cut the pre cious foun da tion
upon which our suc cess in sci ence has been built?

4A. Costello and A. Zumla, “Mov ing to Research
Part ner ships in Devel op ing Coun tries,” Brit ish
Med i cal Jour nal 321 (2000): 827–9; and
C. Sitthi-amorn and R. Somrongthong, “Strength -
en ing Health Research Capac ity in Devel op ing
Coun tries: A Crit i cal  Element for Achiev ing Health 
Equity,” Brit ish Med i cal Jour nal 321 (2000): 813–7.

5E. S. Geller, “Where’s the Valid ity in Social Valid -
ity?” Jour nal of Applied Behav ioral Anal y sis 224
(1991): 189–204; R. A. Winett, J. F. Moore, et al.,
“Extend ing the Con cept of Social Valid ity: Behav -
ior Anal y sis for Dis ease Pre ven tion and Health
Pro mo tion,” Jour nal of Applied Behav ioral Anal y sis
24 (1991): 215–30; and D. Stokols, “Trans lat ing
Social Eco log i cal The ory into Guide lines for
 Community Health Pro mo tion,” Amer i can Jour nal
of Health Pro mo tion 10, no. 4 (1996): 282–98.

6This involved research in areas such as chil dren’s
nutri tion, hyper ten sion, edu ca tion meth ods, par -
tic i pa tory learn ing, seeds and soils, and pov erty
elim i na tion. Feel free to con tact the author if you
are inter ested in any of these areas.
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