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Chapter 1

Culture, Communication, Intercultural
Communication

Case One

A couple of Germans are invited as language teachers in a big city in China.
One day, they went to a café for a drink. Owing to the language barriers, they had
to communicate with the waitress with gestures. After studying the menu
carefully, they pointed to a set and ordered two. After a long preparing, the
waitress offered eight sets for them. Facing so many dishes and cups crowded on
the table, the German couple were astonished. After a long and difficult
argument, the manager got to know the reason: The German intended to order
two sets by pointing out his thumb and the second finger, while this gesture
indicates eight in China.

Questions:;

1. Why do such kinds of cases frequently occur during cross-cultural
communication?

2. What is culture-shock? Could you cite one or two examples to illustrate it?

3. Do you have any suggestions on how to avoid culture-shock?

Comments:

A necessary way to avoid culture shock during cross-cultural communication
is to get to know more about the others’ culture. Many ways are effective,among
which literature is of course one of the key ways of gaining insights from other
perspectives. In this sense the more we read the accounts of others the less

trapped in our own solipsism we may be. Conversely the less we read about or have
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the opportunity to think about and investigate others, the more likely we are to
misunderstand them.

Case Two

I was dressed up in a graduation gown and waiting in a queue with others to
receive my master’s award from my university. In front of me was a student from
Mauritania called Djack. As one’s name was read out one went forward to the
podium, shook the proffered hands of various deans and dignitaries, and then
returned to the aisle. As the student’s name was read out and the award given,
the audience would clap. When Djack’s name was read, he muttered to me, “Just
you wait and see the claps I get—he got a master’s and he’s a black!” Indeed, I
noted that the claps he received were louder and more effusive than they had been
previously.

Questions:; ;

1. Suppose the audiences are from Asia, Europe and America. What do you
suppose the intentions of the audiences were?

2. Why did the black student say “Just you wait and see the claps I get—he
got a master’s and he’s a black!” What does he interpret from the audience’ claps?
Comments

When a person’s intentions are read in a way other than they are intended to
be read, then we may talk about this as being an instance of “mis-communication”
(MO). Or, to put it in another way, different interpretation of the same event
might be the indication of different cultural concept, which might lead to
misunderstanding in cross-culture communication. It is much easier for this to
occur if one is ignorant of how the other person or people you are with is/are
likely to read events. The more sensitive one can become to this multiple reading
of events, the better.

Case Three

If in the dining hall,a fly was seen in a glass of beer,an Englishman, with a
gentleman’s manner, would say: “Give me another one please”; a Frenchman
would pour the beer out; a Spanish man would put the money on the table and
leave without a word; a Japanese would summon the manager and criticize: “Do
you do your business like this?”; an Arab would call the waiter over and give the
beer to him, saying, “I'll buy you a drink,” and the more humorous American
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would say to the waiter: “Please serve the fly and the beer separately. If the
customer likes the fly, he could put it into his beer,what do you think?”
Questions;

1. What do the varied reactions to the same situation indicate?

2. Do you think a person from East could appreciate the American way of
humor? Why?
Comments

These expressions above vividly generalized varied reactions to the same
situation due to different ethnic origins. Social interaction is one of the primary
expressions of human behavior and differences are apparent depending on
different nationalities and different mental activities.

1. Culture
1.1 Definitions of Culture

There are many schools in dimensioning the definition of culture. So far
there is no agreed one. But if we study the different definitions carefully, we may
find actually they are interpreted in different ways in different cultures.

First of all, the dictionaries present very formal and comparatively more
complete explanations, The Modern Chinese Dictionary (1998) defines culture as
“the total sum of material and spiritual wealth created by the mankind in the
process of the social and historical development, especially, literature, art, science,
education,etc. ; the ability to use the written language and possession of book
knowledge; (in archaeology) the aggregation of historical remains, relics of the
same historical periods” .

In The Concise Oxford Dictionary (2001), culture is “the arts and other
manifestations of human intellectual achievement regarded collectively; the customs,
civilizations and achievement of a particular time or people; improvement by mental or
physical training”.

Then different scholars define culture from their unique angles. “Culture is that
complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, customs,-and any
other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of society” (‘Tylor ,1871).

“Culture is the total accumulation of beliefs, customs, values, behaviors,
institutions and communication patterns that are shared, learned and passed down

through the generations in an identifiable group of people”( Davis, 2001).



“Culture is the deposit of knowledge, experience, beliefs, values, attitudes,
meanings, hierarchies, religion, notions of time, roles, spatial relations, concepts of
the universe,and material objects and possessions acquired by a group of people in
the course of generations through individual and group striving. Culfure can
therefore include everything from rites of passage to concepts of the soul”
(Samovar &. Porter,2000).

We could see that definitions given above are interpreted from different
perspectives such as cognitive, social, linguistic, anthropological, psychological,
etc. But they share one point in common. That is,culture involves at least three
components; what people think, what they do, and the material products they
produce. Tylor’s definition is a general one,and it is universally accepted. And
the definition of Samovar &. Porter lays more emphasis on anthropological aspect.
Since our goal is to focus on the interaction between people from different cultural
backgrounds, we prefer their anthropological view of culture in our study of

intercultural communication.
1.2 The Characteristics of Culture

Culture is not innate, but learned.

“According to a standard view,a culture is a complex set of shared beliefs,
values,and concepts which enables a group to make sense of its life and which
provides it with directions for how to live” (Fay, 1996). In Fay’s point, “culture
is pictured as a text the vocabulary and grammar of which its members learn.
Indeed,in this view, becoming a member of a particular culture is a process of
enculturation conceived as learning to read the culture’s basic text and making it
one’s own. ” In this sense, culture is learned, not inherited. It derives from one’s
social environment. Marshall R. Singer’s remarks well illustrate how culture is
learned: As animals,all of us must eat,drink, sleep, find shelter, give and receive
affection,and meet all of the other biologic requirements that flesh is heir to. But
what we eat and when we eat and how we eat are all behaviors we have learned
from the groups in which we have grown up. Not only the language I speak and
the way I think but even what I see, hear, taste, touch, and smell are conditioned
by the cultures in which I have been raised (p4).

Culture is also shared.

A culture penetrates its individual members mentally so that they possess a
certain mind-set, physically so that they possess certain basic bodily dispositions,
and socially so that they relate to one another in certain characteristic way. So
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people with the same cultural background most probably behave, think and
communicate in similar ways.
Culture is édaptive or dynamic,

No culture is fixed except the dead ones. It has to evolve as the people in the
culture have to develop,new technology and inventions are frequently invited and
many social and historical events continuously occur. To name just a few: China
WTO entry, the popularity of computers and mobile phones. What big difference
they have made in our life and in our culturel Meanwhile, owing to the
assimilation and dissimilation of different cultures,a culture may acquire certain
features of others. For example, Chinese wedding used to be very standard and
traditional with red as the only lucky color. But nowadays, the white wedding
gown which is typical western element is getting more and more popular on Chinese
weddings. This is a typical example of the diffusion of the western culture.

Culture is composed of various interrelated facets.

That is, when one facet of culture is touched or changed, many other aspects
of culture are affected. For example,September 11 terrorist attacks on America in
2001 have brought profound changes to American culture. The destruction of
World Trade Center has not only changed the skylines of New York, but U. S.
government policies, environment protection, security, people’s attitude toward
life, even their belief in religion.

The big earthquake and its following tsunami and nuclear radiation in spring
2011 in Japan serves as another equally illustrative example. It has made its
effects deeply felt in many areas: export, tourism, economy, environment
protection,architecture, medical systems, people’s lifestyle,attitude, values,etc.
Culture is symbolic.

Cultural symbols can take various forms: language (verbal or non-verbal),
architects,arts, eating habits, dressing styles, etc. A minor gesture could easily
betray one’s identity. Even knowing not any Japanese, one can tell the friendly
welcome by the bows a Japanese person makes; a designed pattern on a plate can
be read as a suggestion of the origin whether from Arabic countries or China. In
China, the Great Wall is a symbol of greatness, while similarly, in America, the
Statue of Liberty is a symbol of American freedom. Another well-illustrative
example is the popularity of the red color in China. It appears on almost all kinds
of occasions and places: weddings, festivals,the windows of driving cars,etc. It is

a symbol for good luck or for driving out evils or misfortune.



