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  Abstract 

This paper conducts a comparative analysis of Sino-Western cultural differences 

through the films The Wandering Earth II and Interstellar, employing the theoreti-

cal lenses of high-context/low-context cultures and Grice’s Cooperative Principle. 

The analysis of plot and dialogue reveals that The Wandering Earth II exemplifies 

high-context cultural traits such as implicit communication, indirect information 

transmission, and collectivism. In contrast, Interstellar demonstrates low-context 

characteristics like directness, explicit information, and individualism. Further, vi-

olations of the Cooperative Principle in The Wandering Earth II often serve to main-

tain social harmony and convey implicit meaning, whereas in Interstellar, adher-

ence to the maxims reflects a preference for clarity and logical consistency. This 

study seeks to provide a nuanced perspective for enhancing cross-cultural commu-

nication and mutual appreciation between Chinese and Western cultures. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Research Background 

As more globalization and cross-cultural communication is going on, film as a form of cultural soft power not only 

can be an agent of artistic expressions, but also can be a medium to exchange knowledge between civilizations (Dong, 

2023; Li, 2025). Science fiction movies with realistic visions of the future and exploring what fate humanity is in 

will be typical of Sino-Western cultures. The Wandering Earth II (2023) and Interstellar (2014), both classic Chinese 

and Western science fiction movies, make significant differences in narrative logic, value orientation, and cultural 

expression. 

The Wandering Earth II shows collectivism as a society of common future to mankind. World cooperation, coop-

eration, collaboration, decision-making in the “Mountain moving Plan” reflect collectivism and high-context cultural 

characteristics of Chinese culture (Dong, 2023). Interstellar, on the other hand, represents western individual heroism: 

Cooper saves human lives by making his own skills, reflecting Western individualism and low-context cultural traits, 

and as such the value view of Western low-context cultures is very similar to that of Western high-context cultures, 

highlighting direct expression, personal autonomy, and rule-likeness (Hall, 1976). 
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Therefore, an in-depth study of Sino-Western cultural differences in film not only contributes to a deeper under-

standing of cultural discount and resonance methods in cross-cultural communication but also provides theoretical 

references for the international expression of Chinese science fiction films. It helps shift the treatment of cultural 

differences from mere “difference identification” toward “mutual appreciation of values” (China Social Sciences 

Website, 2024). This study selects the representative films The Wandering Earth II and Interstellar, and, from the 

theoretical perspectives of high-context vs. low-context cultures and the Cooperative Principle, conducts a compara-

tive analysis of how Sino-Western cultural differences are manifested in the films.  

2. Comparative Analysis of High-Context and Low-Context Cultures 

2.1 Theoretical Explanation 

In his 1976 book Beyond Culture, Hall proposed dividing different cultures into high-context and low-context cul-

tures. Hall argues that in high-context cultures, information transmission doesn’t only rely on language itself, but is 

largely embedded in context, environment, and nonverbal cues. People emphasize harmony in interpersonal relation-

ships and group unity, and the interpretation of information requires integrating rich contextual clues (Hall, 1976). 

2.2 High-Context Analysis of The Wandering Earth II 

In the film The Wandering Earth II, the characteristics of high-context culture are vividly manifested.  

Example 1: Zhou Zhezhi: “What you’re seeing now is a piece of fossil from 15,000 years ago. It’s a human 
femur that recovered from a fracture. It marks the dawn of human civilization. 15,000 years ago, a fractured 

thigh bone was often fatal as it deprived you of your ability to find food or seek shelter. However, this 

particular femur healed. It meant that after the injury, someone took care of the wound, someone protected 

his person.” 

This line occurs when humanity faces a crisis with the Moon and nations are debating whether to launch the 

“Mountain-moving Plan.” Zhou Zhezhi uses the story of an ancient human healing a femur to imply that solidarity is 

the foundation of civilization’s survival. He does not directly criticize the disagreements or explicitly call for coop-

eration.  Additionally, as China’s representative, Zhou conveys his viewpoint using historical narrative rather than 

political persuasion, aligning with the Chinese cultural way of establishing authority by “convincing by reason.” 

Moreover, in The Wandering Earth II, the “Mountain-moving Plan” involves propelling the Earth outward in search 

of a new habitable “home sphere.” This plan is based on Confucian thought with the “homeland as the core”: rather 

than aiming to abandon Earth, they choose to push it out of the solar system. Under this grand plan, the film reflects 

Chinese thinking and a Chinese-style rescue scheme (Wang, 2024). 

Example 2: Zhang Peng: “Chinese squadron, everyone aged over 50, step forward!” 

In this line, which occurs during the lunar crisis when volunteers are needed to manually detonate bombs, Zhang 

Peng actively volunteers by announcing that anyone over fifty should step forward for sacrifice. In traditional Chinese 

culture, “respect for elders and order among generations” is not only an ethical norm but also implies the obligation 

of the elder to protect the younger. Zhang Peng does not use the word “sacrifice,” but by setting an age threshold he 

directly invokes the cultural instinct of “elders bearing responsibility.” Through his age and action, he conveys the 

Confucian ethic that the elder takes responsibility for the young and that the collective is above the individual. As Hu 

Zhifeng, Dean of the School of Art and Media at Beijing Normal University, noted: “The ‘Chinese plan’ of wandering 

with the Earth advocates the equal and harmonious coexistence of all countries and ethnic groups, and holds deep 

affection for the Earth as humanity’s common home. This also reflects the film’s deep roots in China’s outstanding 

traditional culture.” (Liu, Yan, & Li, 2024). 

Example 3: Ma Zhao: “A civilization without people is meaningless.” 

Faced with controversy over a digital life project, Ma Zhao declares his position with the line, “A civilization 

without people is meaningless.” Ma Zhao does not use scientific logic to argue against digital life; rather, he makes 

a philosophical value judgment, relying on the public’s shared belief in a “people-oriented” cultural consensus. Os-

tensibly, he denies a pure digital civilization, but in fact emphasizes that “the meaning of civilization lies in human 



Yaxu Li 

 

 

DOI: 10.26855/tfll.2025.10.025 544 Translation and Foreign Language Learning 

 

subjectivity.” This reflects a high-context perspective that values people-oriented and collective values over abstract 

concepts. 

2.3 Low-Context Analysis of Interstellar 

In contrast to The Wandering Earth II, Interstellar exhibits distinct low-context cultural features.  

Example 4: Professor Brand: “There’s Plan A and Plan B. Plan A: We’re meant to leave it; Plan B: pop-

ulation bomb.” 
Professor Brand: “With equipment on board, we incubate the first 10. After that, with surro-

gacy, the growth becomes exponential. Within 30 years, we could have a colony of hundreds.” 

Under the influence of their socio-cultural environment, filmmakers often make different cultural choices in inter-

preting disaster elements. Faced with an impending global catastrophe, Interstellar prepares two solutions: abandon-

ing Earth by sending a vanguard team to find a new planet suitable for human colonization and relocating all humanity 

there, or reestablishing civilization via fertilized embryos on a new colony (Wang, 2024). In this line, Professor Brand 

explains Plan A and Plan B for saving humanity. By directly labeling them “Plan A” and “Plan B” and using a clear 

sentence structure (“Plan A: ..., Plan B: ...”), he allows the audience to quickly grasp the differences between the two 

plans. The direct statement of facts aligns with the low-context communication logic that “explanation is the answer.”  

Example 5: Cooper: “You faked all the data?” 

Mann: “Yeah” 
Cooper: “There’s no surface?” 

Mann: “No” 

After Cooper arrives at Dr. Mann’s planet and finds the environment far from habitable, Cooper directly questions 

Mann’s data. When he says “faked”, he directly criticizes Mann without any euphemism or indirect comments. His 

language is quick and efficient. When the question ends, he just frames it as a closed question and must tell Mann to 

say yes/no and stop at the end. He cannot be seen that way, nor via movie (e.g., Mann’s micro-exam or laboratory 

hints), as he would say in the low-context culture. He is a popular and capable mission commander. He once had high 

ideals, heading far to find a new star to keep humanity alive; with his dwindling resources and impending death, his 

will to survive and felt self increase, so he generates data to attract rescue, even kill, to steal the ship. This is what 

happens in a “individualistic society” where free will and selfishness play a key role (Wang, 2024). 

3. Comparative Analysis of the Cooperative Principle 

3.1 Theoretical Explanation 

The Cooperative Principle (CP) is a pragmatic theory proposed by the American philosopher H. P. Grice. It describes 

the norms governing effective conversation. Grice (1975) argues that people’s speech during conversation typically 

consists of a series of coherent utterances and is usually a cooperative effort, with participants acknowledging at least 

one shared goal. To further explain this, Grice introduced four conversational maxims that speakers are assumed to 

follow in cooperative communication: Maxim of Quality, Maxim of Quantity, Maxim of Relation (Relevance) and 

Maxim of Manner (Grice, 1975). 

3.2 Analysis of Cooperative Principle Violations in The Wandering Earth II 

3.2.1 Violating the Maxim of Quantity 

Example 6: Interviewer: “You are married with a son. Your wife was diagnosed with TypeⅡRadiation 

Sickness 3 years ago, inducting LAM Syndrome recently. Under such circumstances, the best option for you 
is to back out of this selection to look after your family?” 

Liu Peiqiang: “It’s always been difficult to honor both loyalty and filial piety.” 

Liu Peiqiang’s astronaut interview is done with a question of “Family and Duty”. Liu Peiqing is vague about this, 

and he doesn’t say at what point it would “choose” family and duty, because it is not enough information to answer 
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it (and does not explain that he did not come up with a specific solution.) And, because he did it with “homework 

and piety,” he is still not in an effective position.” It’s always been difficult to honor both loyalty and filial piety.” as 

an emotional escape. In the Chinese context, such a vague reply is both an indication of obedience to authority and a 

reflection of his personal pain and repression of emotion. 

3.2.2 Violating the Maxim of Quality 

Example 7: Han Duoduo: “I’m fine. Focus on your interview. You’re gonna make it. “ 

This line is said by Han Duoduo to Liu Peiqiang while she is gravely ill. Han Duoduo knows her condition is 

critical, yet she claims “I’m fine,” which is a violation of the facts. In Eastern family ethics, patients often lie to 

reassure their loved ones and lighten their burden. This “false reassurance” is motivated by sacrificing one’s own 

needs to maintain family stability, consistent with the Confucian pattern of emotional expression of “reporting good 

news but not bad news.” 

3.2.3 Violating the Maxim of Relation 

Example 8: U.S. Representative: “The U.S. Senate is discussing pulling out of it and restarting the Digital 
Life Project. “  

U.S. Representative: “How much solving a crisis 100 years in the future should matter to the 
people living now. It seems the world isn’t on the side of reality. What do you think we should do now?” 

Zhou Zhezhi: “Let me show you something.” 

U.S. Representative: “What is it?” 
Zhou Zhezhi: “Back in 1990, taken by your Voyager 1, it’s a picture of Earth. This little white dot means 

everything to us. The Moving Mountain Project is to build 10,000 engines on this little white dot and take 

it to its new home 2,500 years ahead.”  

At the United Nations conference, an American representative questions the Chinese-led “Mountain-moving Plan” 

and focused on the current situation, particularly the choice between the “Mountain - Moving Project” and the “Dig-

ital Life Project.” Instead of directly responding to the US representative’s question, Zhou Zhezhi showed a photo of 

Earth, emphasized the specific actions and goals of the “Mountain - Moving Project,” and shifted the discussion focus. 

Zhou converted the technical discussion into a values discussion. He avoided using the game and showed the Earth 

photo to motivate people to value the Earth. He emphasized the importance of Earth at an emotional and social level, 

pointing to the importance and significance of the “Mountain Moving Project”. He compared the cultural consensus 

of collective mutual support to the specialism of the other party. This concept of “soft power over hard power” is 

generally used in Chinese diplomacy. 

3.2.4 Violating the Maxim of Manner 

Example 9: Hao Xiaoxi: “Seven months. Two engines. Only us. This is not fair.” 

Zhou Zhezhi: “Xiaoxi, if everything were fair, why build this building? In times of crisis, duty 

above all. Unity comes with a cost.” 

After the lunar crisis, countries from different countries were fighting over resource allocation. Hao Xiaoxi clearly 

felt anger at unfair resource allocation, but she did not give a lot of facts and data. She did not say which countries 

had not done their duty, nor what kind and amount of unfairness had gone to be. His words are emotional, but not 

clear in expression and therefore must be “clear in expression” as per the rules of communication. Zhou Zhezhi did 

not actually ask Hao Xiaoxi’s demands, instead he used questions and abstract statements. He gave no concrete 

solutions nor explanations. And message delivery was not direct or clear enough. 

3.3. Analysis of Cooperative Principle Violations in Interstellar 

3.3.1 Violating the Maxim of Quantity  

Example 10: Murph: “You have no idea when you’re coming back. No idea at all!” 

Cooper: “I love you forever, and I’m coming back.” 
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When saying goodbye to his daughter Murph before leaving Earth, Cooper didn’t give any specific details about 
the timeline. Instead, he responded with an emotional but vague promise, “I’ll definitely come back.” This answer 
lacked the concrete details Murph needed and couldn’t meet her desire for time - related information. The information 
provided was clearly insufficient. Cooper changed the subject to lessen his daughter’s pain. But this also hinted that 
he doubted the mission’s success. 

3.3.2 Violating the Maxim of Quality  

Example 11: Old Professor Brand (video message): “We are making tremendous progress solving the grav-
ity equation. Success with Plan A is within reach Cooper, you are the hope of all humanity.” 

In the video message, Professor Brand pretends that Plan A is still advancing. However, Professor Brand already 
knows that Plan A is impossible and that his true mission is simply to extend human civilization by finding a new 
home (Wang Zhongyang, 2024). He intentionally lies to maintain Cooper’s belief. Underlying this lie is the revelation 
of human selfishness — Brand exploits Cooper’s love for his daughter to coerce him into carrying out Plan B. 

3.3.3 Violating the Maxim of Relation 

Example 12: Cooper: “We no longer have the fuel to visit both prospects, so...” 
Amelia Brand: “But maybe we’ve spent too long trying to figure all this out with theory. When 

I say that love isn’t something we invented. It’s observable, powerful. Love is the one thing we’re capable 
of perceiving that transcends dimensions of time and space.” 

When Amelia Brand has to decide which planet to pick, she starts to talk about “love” and does not respond to the 
scientific problem. Cooper is arguing for rational data choices, but she comes out with the abstract notion of “Love”, 
and it is not mentioned on the real scientific topic, suggesting Amelia’s personal feelings for Edmunds have influ-
enced her choice and that this is the movie’s final “over-simplification of love” theme. Her talk is, however, far from 
the factual topic, an extremely low-level omission. 

3.3.4 Violating the Maxim of Manner  

Example 13: TARS (the robot): “Through quantum gravitational perturbations in the singularity event, we 
can encode binary data into Morse code and transmit it to the three-dimensional spacetime continuum by 
vibrating the second hand of a wristwatch…” 

The robot TARS makes very precise statements about how to transmit black hole data. He makes it very clear how 
he means to say that his job may be explained in simpler terms. Cooper thinks Cooper has great knowledge, but he 
in fact must be trying to obscure just how nearly miraculous it is. It is too long and very convoluted that the Maxim 
of Manner will describe. 

4. Conclusion 

The Wandering Earth II, as a representative of Eastern culture, fully highlights the implicitness, restraint, and strong 
emphasis on collectivism characteristic of high-context cultures. Much background information and nonverbal infor-
mation are used in the movie. Interstellar: a common Western low-context culture. It is direct and transparent; it 
emphasizes personalism and information clarity; its words are concise and simple: language is the only medium that 
says facts and opinions directly. 

From a Cooperative Principle perspective, some lines and scenes in The Wandering Earth II are often exceeding 
quantity, quality, relation, and manner, showing a high-context culture that requires indirectness and subtlety. In 
Interstellar, the dialog is all Cooperative Principle. Information is given, reliable, and highly focused on the topic, 
meeting the high-centro culture’s requirement of direct and clear communication. 

By comparing, we may understand some essential differences between Chinese and Western cultures, in commu-
nication style and value orientation, avoid misunderstandings, and mutual understanding, and promote cooperation 
in real-world cross-cultural interactions. 
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