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Unit 1

Why Study Intercultural

Communication

If a man be gracious and courteous to strangers,it shows he
is a citizen of the world,and that his heart is no island cut
off from other lands.but a continent that joins to them.

— Francis Bacon
We live in a house of mirrors and think we are looking out
the windows.

— Fritz Perls

Lead-in Critical Incident

Mr. Li and Mr. Robinson from two different cultures
have a conversation. When they are ready to part, the latter
that has enjoyed the conversation says they should really get
together to have a lunch sometime and the former replies that
he would enjoy that. However, for quite a few weeks Mr.
Robinson has not followed up his “invitation” with a specific
time and place,which makes Mr. Li feel that the other party

has been rather insincere.
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Question: What caused the misunderstanding?

Unit Objectives

A fter completing this unit ,students are expected to :

Have a basic notion of intercultural communica-
tion;

Know how technological progress necessitates
intercultural communication;

Understand the effect of economic globalization on
intercultural communication;

Explain the relationship between demographic
changes and intercultural communication;

Realize the peace imperative for studying intercul-
tural communication;

To be able to present the benefits of studying

intercultural communication.

Since the emergence of the human race.people from

different cultures have never stopped interacting cross-

culturally. To put it another way, intercultural communi-

cation is as long as human history itself. In the modern

world, the cross-cultural activity takes more diverse forms

and runs as a common daily occurrence that is going on

everywhere and every moment., When we strike up a con-
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versation with a foreign stranger in the street,or send an
email to maintain friendship with a pen pal coming from
and living in another country, or negotiate for a foreign
direct investment, we meet people from different cultures
and are engaged in intercultural communication. A
fundamental definition of intercultural communication is a
minimum of two persons from different cultures or co-cul-

tures exchanging verbal and non-verbal messages. As

great changes and progress have occurred in the world,
over the past few decades in particular,the desire for us to
communicate with those whose cultures are different from
our own is greater than ever before. These changes and

progress include but not limited to the following:

1. Technological progress

* Progress in communication technology

New and state-of-the-art communication technology
introduced for the past few decades has turned the global
village that McLuhan envisioned in 1967 into a reality.
TV.radio and new services bring news to every corner of
the world. Answering machines and faxes connect people
to others whom they have never met in person. The emer-
gence of the Internet, perhaps the most revolutionary
advancement in communication technology, has proved to

contribute more. Email, instant messaging, chat room, and
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electronic bulletin boards along with the rise of the Inter-
net and the World Wide Web provide means for us to
interact with anyone in the world without face-to-face
contact,

These changes in communication systems have tre-
mendous implications for intercultural communication. On
one hand,they create an almost free flow of news and ex-
pose us to increased information throughout the world.
Less than half a century ago, people had to wait months
for reports to arrive by mail or appear in newspapers and
it was virtually impossible for the ordinary to be informed
of what was going on in the world. Yet,with existing com-
munication technologies, we can keep track of any event
anywhere on the earth without leaving home. On the other
hand,the advanced communication technology allows us to
know about peoples and cultures that we are not familiar
with. As already noticed, the Internet provides ample in-
formation about other cultures and other peoples. By
searching Google,we can readily find out almost anything
about any group in the world and come to contact with
those from different cultural backgrounds that we might
never have the opportunity to know otherwise., This
should give us a better understanding of our global neigh-
bors and perhaps motivate us to coexist peacefully in our

global village.
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¢ Progress in transportation technology

Trips once taking years, months, weeks, and then
days are now measured in a matter of hours and will be
even in minutes in the future. Tourism, transnational
tourism in particular,is now one of the most promising in-
dustries in the world and helps people to discover cultures
different from their own under the support of sophisticat-

ed transportation technology.

2. Economic globalization

The ongoing globalization has brought earthshaking
changes to many aspects of the world, and intercultural
communication is one of them. Globalization necessitates
the need and urgency for intercultural communication,
which plays an integral part of life both for the general
humankind and for the individual.

The time when the U.S. was the only superpower and
relied primarily on its internal market is gone. In the con-
text of globalization, the economy of one country is now
tied to that of others. A drop in the New York Stock Ex-
change may lead to a decline in another across the ocean.
The interconnectedness of the global economy can be bol-
stered by the following statistics, with China as an exam-
ple. The amount of China’s export to the U.S. has reached

399. 3 billion dollars, a number that has tripled since
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2001 ,ranking China as the second largest trade partner of
the U.S. Now,China has more than 400,000 joint ventures
and companies solely owned by foreigners, which has
brought more than 800 billion dollars contracted foreign
investment with almost 45 billion dollars actually utilized.
China received about 100 billion dollars foreign direct in-
vestment (FDI) in 2010,up 27% from five years ago. In
the future,as these numbers are expected to keep increas-
ing, they will create even more demand for intercultural
communication and drive more intercultural interactions.
In addition, the expansion of globalization has also

contributed to the increase of multinationals. Multination-

als are moving their operations to new locations where
cheap labors or resources are available, thrusting their
managers and employees into international relationships.
These individuals find it hard to escape or even ignore
these changes brought by the global economy as they
work for foreign-owned companies or have to deal with
foreign suppliers, clients, and partners. They will need to
understand how business is conducted in other countries
and should be able to negotiate deals that are advanta-
geous to the development of their organizations. In the
meantime, these multinationals usually employ people of
different ethnic groups and cultures. Because of that,

teams across languages and cultures increase rapidly,
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which means cultural differences in business practices
have implications not only when people from different
companies conduct business together but also when people
from different cultures work on the same team. These
teams present huge challenges in intercultural communica-
tion. Individuals that work with diverse colleagues will
have to be more internationally aware and cross-culturally

adept.

3. Demographic changes

The latter half of the previous century witnessed rap-
id increase in the world population. In 1960, there were 3
billion people in the world. By 1999, the number had
soared to 6 billion. Now as the first decade of the new cen-
tury has just passed, the world population reached 6. 4
billion. Sharp increase in the world population can lead to
problems like fighting for the finite resources, deteriora-
ting pollution,and tension among countries. As the world
population increases,so does the chance for people to in-
teract with each other, When those of different nationali-
ties and ethnic groups speaking different languages and
worshiping different gods attempt to live and work to-
gether,conflict can arise easily. This calls for effective and
productive intercultural communication.

The second reflection of demographic changes is dif-



