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- Write Before You Read

ading “Social Time: The Heartbeat of Culture” by Robert Levine, write
| minutes about the role that time plays in your life of culture. v

Social Time: The Heartbeat of Culture
Robert Levine, with Ellen Wolff

Robert Levine, professor of psychology at California State University at Fresno,
collaboraled with Ellen Wolff, a freelance writer, to write “Social Time: T he y
Heartbeat of Culture.” Levine is also the author of A Geography of Time: The
Temporal Misadventures of a Social Psychologist, or How Every Culture Keeps
Time Just a Little Bit Differently (1997) and The Power of Persuasion: How
We're Bought and Sold (2003). “Social Time: The Heartbeat of Culture” was
originally published in Psychology Today, a monthly magazine that presents
research findings to a nonprofessional audience.
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“If a man does not keep pace with his companions, perhaps it is because he hears a
different drummer.” This thought by Thoreau strikes a chord in so many people
that it has become part of our language. We use the phrase “the beat of a different
drummer” to explain any pace of life unlike our own. Such colorful vagueness
reveals how informal our rules of time really are. The world over, children simply
“pick up” their society’s time concepts as they mature. No dictionary clearly
defines the meaning of “early” or “late” for them or for strangers who stumble
over the maddening incongruities between the time sense they bring with them
and the one they face in a new land.

I learned this firsthand, a few years ago, and the resulting culture shock led me
halfway around the world to find answers. It seemed clear that time “talks.” But
what is it telling us?

My journey started shortly after [ accepted an appointment as visiting professor
of psychology at the federal university in Niteroi, Brazil, a midsized city across the
bay from Rio de Janeiro. As [ left home for my first day of class, | asked someone
the time. It was 9:05 A.M., which allowed me time to relax and look around the
campus before my 10 o’clock lecture. After what I judged to be half an hour, |
glanced at a clock | was passing. It said 10:20! In panic, [ broke for the clas§romn,
followed by gentle calls of “Hola," professor” and “Tudo bem,? professor?” from
unhurried students, many of whom, I later realized, were my own. | arrived
brcqthless to find an empty room. i

Fra“tiCﬂll)‘, [ asked a passerby the time. “Nine forty-five” was
g"at couldn’t be. I asked someone else. “Nine fifty-five.” /

“B." The clock in a nearby office read 3:15. I had leame
razilians: Their timepieces are consistently inaccurate. An
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“Is everything OK?” in Portuguese
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cultural biases and those of others

When people of different cultures interact, the potential for
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Tokvo, Japan Lead, follow, or get out of the way
are only three sets of time: no time at all, now (which i .
| forever (too long). Because of this, Amenicans oftey, find
abs to distinguish between waiting a long time and 5 i

Arab cultures there
varying duration) and
difficulty 1n getting Ar
long time
According
What do our time

to historian Will Durant, “No man in a hu”.‘ 15 quite ciyilized
judgments say about our attitude toward llfef How can a Nog
American, coming from a land of dlglfd] precision, relate to a North African yf,
may consider a clock “the devil’'s mlll‘ ?

Fach language has a vocabulary of time flm)t does not always survive translatioy
When we translated our questionnaires into Portuguese for my Br;zn]mn student;,
we found that English distinctions of time were not readily articulated in they
language. Several of our questions concerned how long the respondent would way
for someone to arrive, as compared with when they hopcdnfm arrival or actuall
expected the person would come In Portuguese, t'l}c verbs “to wait for,” “to hope
for” and “to expect” are all translated as “esperar We had to add further words
of explanation to make the distinction clear to the Brazilian st,udcms

To avoud these language problems, my Fresno colleague Kathy Bartlett and
I decided to clock the pace of life in other countries by using as little language
as possible. We looked directly at three basic indicators of time the accuracy of
2 country’s bank clocks, the speed at which pedestnans walked and the average
time it took a postal clerk to sell us a single stamp. In six countries on three
continents, we made observations in both the nation’s largest urban area and
a medium-sized city: Japan (Tokyo and Sendai), Tawan (Taiper and Taman),
Indonesia (Jakarta and Solo), Italy (Rome and | Jorence), England (London and
Brstol) and the United States (New York City and Rochester) .

What we wanted to know was: Can we speak of a umtary concept called [W
of life”> What we've leamed suggests that we can. There appears to be a very

”
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Ilorence, Italy: Living at a leisurely pace particularly at t}
\ ilarly at t}

e post office

strong relationship (see chart on page 81) between the
walking speed and postal efficiency across the countr
We checked 15 clocks in each ety selecting them a random in downt
and comparing the time they showed with that reported by the I(’)“nl ‘t“-\ln ')}Jnln
company In Japan, which leads the way in accuracy, the clocks M’:J i( e
half a minute early or late. Indonesian clocks, the least JL(.II[JI; X v%“t L
etk thpah , were more than
1 will be interested to see how the digital-information
perceptions of time. In the United States today, we are re
of the day more than ever, through httle symphonies of beeps emanating fron
people’s digital watches. As they become the norm, I fear our sense of pr:u\xm:
may take an absurd twist The other day, when I asked for the time. 4 student
looked at his watch and replied, “Three twelve and eighteen seconds

accuracy of clock time
es we studied

age will affect our
minded of the exact hour

‘Will you walk a lttle faster? said a whiting to a snail. “There's a porp

oise close
behind us, and he's treading on my tail *”

So goes the thyme from Alice in Wonderland, which also gave us that famous
symbol of haste, the White Rabbit. He came to mind often as we measured
the walking speeds in our experimental cities. We clocked how long 1t took
pedestrians to walk 100 feet along a main downtown street during business
hours on clear days. To elimmate the effects of socializing, we observed only
people walking alone, timing at least 100 in each city We found, once again,
that the Japanese led the way, av eraging just 20.7 seconds to cover the distance
The English nosed out the Americans for second place - 21 6 to 225 seconds -
and the Indonesians agam trailed the pack, sauntering along at 272 seconds
As you might guess, speed was greater i the larger city of each nation than in
its smaller one
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Solo. Indonesia. Volleyball anvone? There's always time for a friendly game
Solo, Ind »

Our final measurement, the average ime 1t took postal clerks to sell one stamp,
turned out to be less straightforward than we expected. In each aiy, ‘nCIUdmg
those in the United States, we presented cl;rLs witha ni)tc ;n the native languagc
requesting a common-priced stamp They were also handed paper mg

the equivalent of 2 $5 bill In Indonesia, this procedure led to more thay We

sqined to
bd?:“;ﬂ;;; central post office n Jakarta, | asked for the hine to buy stamps and
was directed to a group of private v cndors":nunmg outside l‘,J(l‘]"(lf them hustled for
my business: “Hey, good stamps, muster!” “Best stamps here!” In the smaller city
of Solo. I found a volleyball game in progress when [ amved at’thc main post office
on Friday afternoon. Business hours, [ was told, were over. When | finally did gt
there duning business hours, the clerk was more mt(‘rcst:‘(l mn dlsulssmg relatives
in America. Would I ke to meet his uncle i Cincinnati? Whach did 1 like better
California or the United States? Five people behind me in line waited patiently
Instead of complaining, they began paying attention to our conversation

When it came to efficiency of service, however, the Indonesians were not
the slowest, although they did place far behind the Japanese postal clerks, who
averaged 25 seconds. That distinchion went to the Italians, whose infamous postal
service took 47 seconds on the average

“A man who wastes one hour of time has not discovered the meaning of life

Ihat was Charles Darwin’s belief, and many share it, perhaps at the cost of
their health. My colleagues and 1 have recently begun studying the relationship
between pace of life and well-being Other rescarchers have demonstrated that
d (.']"(711". sense ()l U[(_;(ll(,\ 15 4d l)‘lﬂll (UI”I)UHCH! ()t’ th(‘ l\‘)(.' J\. coron |n‘pr0“f.
personality. We expect that future rescarch will demonstrate that pace of |li€f)
related to rate of heart discase, hypertension, ulcers, suicide, alcoholism, dioree
and other indicators of general psychological and physical cll-bemng
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set the pace? Americans eye Japan carefully, be
“1head of us” m measurable ways In both countrie
with progress Perhaps ]nnl\mg carefully
world will help us distinguish more accurately between
are everywhere but sometimes hard to distinguish
hear the beat of even your own drummer
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THE PACE OF LiFg IN Six COUNmB
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United States 2 3 2

England 4 2 3

Italy 3 4 6

Talwan 3 5 4

Indonesia 6 6 5
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Wnite a journal entry in response to “Social Time: The Heartbeat of
Culture” using the guidehnes on page 11

Summanize the reading i one or two sentences by expl

§ ining what you
perceive to be Levine’s main pont

Have you expenenced a difference in time sense (e g, punctuahity) in
adapting to a new culture or place? If so, explain how the time sense is
different by contrasting specific examples from each culture or place Have
these expenences atfected your attitude or behavior?

Have you experienced a different pace of life (e g, pace of walking) in
adapting to a new culture or place? If so, explain how the pace of life is
different by contrasting specific examples from each culture or place. Have
these expenences affected your attitude or behavior?

Do any of your expenences contradict what Levine is saying, or do you
disapprove of the way he has presented the ideas and expenences” Explain
Has reading this article helped you understand your own culture

or mfluenced the way you perceive people from a different cultural
background? Explain
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