UNWRITTEN RULES

Unwritten Rules in Society:

Understanding Their Influence and Consequences

In every society social norms guide people’s behavior in ways that are often unspoken but
widely understood. These are known as “unwritten rules.” Unlike written laws, which are
formally established and enforced by governments, unwritten rules are the implicit expectations
that govern social interactions. They help maintain harmony and structure in a community,
enabling people to live together with minimal conflict. However, the consequences of breaking
these unwritten rules can be significant, as society often enforces these norms through subtle yet

powerful forms of social pressure.

What Are Unwritten Rules?

Unwritten rules are social conventions that are not formally documented but are learned
through socialization and experience. They encompass a broad range of behaviors, from basic
manners to more complex cultural practices. For instance, unwritten rules include saying

“please” and “thank you” when requesting or receiving something, not speaking loudly in quiet

spaces like libraries, turning to face the doors after you walk into an elevator, and standing in line

without cutting ahead of others. These behaviors are not enforced by law, but people are

expected to follow them as part of their social contract.

These norms are passed along informally through families, schools, and social
interactions. They are crucial because they provide predictability in social interactions, helping
people understand what is considered appropriate or respectful behavior. They also play a
significant role in establishing a sense of community and belonging. For example, when a person

holds the door open for someone else or gives up their seat on public transportation for an elderly

person, they are following unwritten rules that promote kindness and respect.

Question 1: Have you followed any of the underlined unwritten rules recently?

Question 2: Can you think of any other unwritten rules used in your daily life?
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Examples of Unwritten Rules in Western Society
In Western cultures, there are numerous unwritten rules that guide everyday life. Here are

a few examples:

1. Personal Space

In Western societies, people typically value personal space. Standing too close to
someone, especially if they are a stranger, can make them uncomfortable. While the exact
distance that feels appropriate varies from culture to culture, maintaining some space during
conversations is generally expected.
2. Tipping

In the United States, it is customary to tip service workers like waitstaft, taxi drivers, and
hairdressers. This unwritten rule reflects an appreciation for their services, often because their
wages depend significantly on tips. Not tipping, or tipping inadequately, can be perceived as
rude.
3. Queue Etiquette

Waiting in line is another important social convention. People expect others to wait their
turn, and cutting in line is considered selfish and disrespectful. Those who violate this norm
often face disapproving looks or even direct confrontation.
4. Punctuality

In Western business settings, punctuality is highly valued. Being late to meetings or
appointments can be seen as a sign of disrespect for others’ time, and frequent tardiness can

damage one’s reputation professionally.

Question 3: Have you ever experienced these unwritten rules? If so, did you follow them?

Question 4: Can you think of any other unwritten rules used in your daily life?

Differences in Unwritten Rules Between Western and Japanese Society

While many unwritten rules are common across different cultures, there are notable
differences between Western and Japanese societies. These differences are deeply rooted in
cultural values and societal expectations, which can sometimes lead to misunderstandings

between people from different backgrounds.



UNWRITTEN RULES

1. Harmony vs. Individualism

In Japan, the concept of “wa” (harmony) is a cornerstone of social interactions. Japanese
people often prioritize group harmony over individual expression, which means that they are
more likely to adhere to social norms to avoid causing discomfort to others. For instance, in
Japan, it is common to speak softly in public spaces like trains, where silence is valued to avoid
disturbing others. In contrast, in many Western societies, there is a greater emphasis on
individual freedom and expression. Although being considerate is important, people may feel
more comfortable speaking loudly in public without worrying as much about disturbing others.
2. Indirect Communication

In Japanese culture, people often communicate indirectly to avoid confrontation or
causing offense. It is common to imply a refusal or negative response rather than stating it
outright. For instance, rather than saying “no” directly, someone might say something vague, like
“it might be difficult,” to politely decline a request. In Western cultures, direct communication is
generally more valued, and people are often encouraged to express their thoughts openly, even if
it means disagreeing with someone.
3. Social Conformity

Japanese society places a strong emphasis on social conformity. Unwritten rules around
dress codes, behavior, and even body language are strictly followed to maintain social cohesion.
For example, there are expectations regarding attire in different settings—wearing a suit to a
business meeting or dressing modestly at a temple. In Western societies, while there are still
expectations for appropriate dress, there is generally more flexibility, especially in casual

settings, where personal expression is more accepted.

Consequences of Breaking Unwritten Rules

Despite being unwritten, these social norms carry significant weight. Although it is highly
doubtful that anything serious would happen if someone called the police if they found a person
to be breaking unwritten rules, those who violate them can face a range of consequences. Unlike
breaking formal laws, which result in legal penalties, breaking unwritten rules typically leads to

social repercussions, which can be just as impactful.
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1. Social Isolation

In many cultures, breaking unwritten rules can lead to social isolation or exclusion. For
instance, someone who consistently ignores social conventions, such as refusing to tip in the
United States, might find themselves avoided by others. In Japan, those who do not conform to
social expectations may be subtly excluded from group activities or conversations.
2. Negative Judgments and Gossip

Social norms are often enforced through judgment and gossip. If someone cuts in line or
is consistently late to meetings, they may develop a negative reputation, which can harm their
social relationships or professional standing. Gossip can serve as a powerful tool to reinforce
conformity, as people are often wary of being talked about behind their backs.
3. Direct Confrontation or Reprimand

In some cases, breaking unwritten rules can lead to direct confrontation. For example, if
someone speaks loudly on a train in Japan, they may receive disapproving stares or even be
politely asked to lower their voice. In Western cultures, violating norms like cutting in line or
being overly aggressive in a public setting might result in a verbal confrontation.
4. Job Consequences

In professional settings, breaking unwritten rules can impact one’s career. For instance,
failing to dress appropriately for a business meeting or consistently interrupting colleagues
during discussions can lead to being perceived as unprofessional, potentially affecting

promotions or job security.

Conclusion

Unwritten rules are an essential part of societal functioning, helping to create order,
predictability, and harmony in human interactions. These social norms, while not legally binding,
carry significant weight, as violating them can result in social penalties. Understanding these
rules, especially in cross-cultural contexts, is crucial to navigating social interactions effectively.

While unwritten rules help maintain social cohesion, they can also be a source of tension,
especially for those who are unfamiliar with a particular culture’s norms. Learning to recognize
and respect these social expectations is a skill that should be cultivated in our increasingly
diverse world. In the end, the unwritten rules of a society provide many clues about its

underlying values, priorities, and ways of life.



