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2. English for Academic Communication in Intercultural Context

Introduction

Nowadays we are living in multicultural societies within a global village, facing frequent
and direct cultural contacts. As cultural interflows in the world are irreversible trends, we need
more than simply greater factual knowledge of each other, and more specifically, we need to
identify one culture from another in the process of intercultural communication. When people
of different cultural backgrounds communicate with each other, misunderstanding and
conflicts come up. Thus the study of intercultural communication involves the ways and
values that people understand one another when they do not share a common cultural
experience. The issues of intercultural understanding are embedded in the complex questions
as Bennett (2001) proposes: “What kind of communication is needed by people in a pluralistic
society to be both culturally diverse and unified in common goals? In what way can people
contribute to creating a climate of respect, not just tolerance, for diversity?” The new vision
and innovative competencies we bring to this changing world will determine the appropriate
answers to those questions.

Intercultural communication is a complex concept that has taken on a wide variety of
meanings and interpretations. According to Klyukanov (2005), for example, intercultural
communication is a “process that is inherently variable and subject to interpretation”. While
individuals and groups bring their unique and special meaning to this term, in the most basic
sense, intercultural communication means that some form of culture and some form of
communication have interacted in a particular space, time and context. When forms of culture
and forms of communication intersect, one can refer to this as intercultural communication.
However, it is at the point of intersections that a range of complex issues arise from the
intricate link between culture and communication.

1.1 The nature of culture

It is a basic concept that culture is the unique human capacity to categorize experiences
by encoding and decoding such classifications symbolically, and by teaching and learning
such abstractions of classification from one generation to another. It is usually a process
through which an older generation induces and compels a younger generation to reproduce the
established lifestyle through enculturation. Consequently, culture is embedded in a person’s
total way of life.

1.1.1 Defining culture

Since culture is ambiguous, multidimensional, complex and all-pervasive at an
unconscious level, it is difficult to define. As early as the 1950s, about 164 definitions of
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culture were listed by some scholars ranging from all-encompassing ones (“it is everything™)
to narrower ones (“it is opera, art, etc.”). Later, some other scholars define culture as an
“integrated system of learned behavior patterns which are characteristics of the members of a
society and which are not the result of biological inheritance”. Some describe culture as a
system of shared beliefs, values, customs, behaviors, and artifacts that the members of a
society use to cope with their world and with one another. In the intercultural context who
does prefer Samovar & Porter’s (2004) definition that culture is the deposit of knowledge,
experience, beliefs, values, actions, attitudes, meanings, hierarchies, religion, notions of time,
roles, spatial relations, concepts of the universe, and artifacts acquired by a group of people in
the course of generations through individual and group striving. Culture, according to the
above points, can be summarized as everything, and is the total way of life learned and
transmitted that a group of people shares.

This definition draws attention to a number of cultural manifestations at different layers
of depth, ranging from inner core basic assumptions and values, through outer core attitudes,
beliefs and social conventions, to surface-level behavioral manifestations. This omnipresent
quality of culture leads Hall (1976) to conclude, “There is not one aspect of human life that is
not touched and altered by culture.” In a very real sense our own culture is very natural to us,
and is part of who you are. Therefore culture is a key aspect of human adaptability and
success in a society.

1.1.2 Culture and its elements

On the definition of culture we have accepted, there are several elements that together
constitute the culture of a particular region or the culture of a particular people. However, we
have to mention that all cultures share a common core of elements, which often distinguish
one culture from another.

Most scholars contend that cultures may be classified by three large categories of
elements: artifacts including items ranging from arrowheads to nuclear bombs, magic charms
to antibiotics, torches to electric lights, and chariots to space shuttles; concepts such as beliefs
or value systems like right or wrong, God and man, ethics, and the general meaning of life;
and behaviors referring to the actual practice of concepts or beliefs. For the particular interest
and purpose of intercultural communication, we will look at the following eight elements that
all cultures possess.

1.1.2.1 History

History is a kind of chart that guides its member into the future. Like most of the
important elements of culture, it gets passed on from generation to generation. As Samovar
(2004) puts it, “These stories of the past offer the members of a culture part of their identity
while highlighting the culture’s origins, what is deemed important, and what achievements it
can be proud of”, all of which help shape their members and their communities. What we have
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to keep in mind is each history is unique to particular culture and carries a specific cultural
message. Such as the “lessons” of the Spanish conquest of Mexico tell a different tale from the
building of the Great Wall of China, or the American Revolution.

1.1.2.2 Language

Language is essentially an important part of the culture. It allows the members of the
culture to communicate with one another, to share ideas, feelings and information, and it is
one of the chief methods for the transmission of the culture. Whether it be English or Chinese,
most words, meanings, grammar and syntax bear the identification marks of a specific culture;
thus we can say that “language is the carrier of culture”.

1.1.2.3 Norms

Every society or every civilization has a set of norms which are an inseparable and an
important element of the culture. This can include the folkways, mores, taboos and rituals in a
culture. It is widely observed that norms have great moral significance such as the norms in
folkways which can guide people to behave properly, and societal taboos which may persuade
people not to do. Most important norms in a culture apply everywhere and at all times, which
move a society smoothly.

1.1.2.4 Values

The social values of a particular civilization are also considered an element of the culture.
The values of a culture often refer to learned rules for making choices and for resolving
conflicts. Values are broad, abstract concepts which provide guidelines and standards to help
determine how people ought to behave in a particular culture. In other words, understanding
values is a great help to avoid conflicts, to respect different cultures, and finally to achieve
social harmony.

1.1.2.5 Religion and beliefs

The religion and the beliefs of the people in a civilization play an important role in
shaping up the culture as well. All cultures possess “a dominant, organized religion with
which salient beliefs and activities like rite, rituals and ceremonies can be given meaning and
legitimacy”. Because religion is so powerful and pervasive, its impacts can be seen in the
entire fabric of a culture from business practice to politics, and from individual behavior to
collective activities (Samovar, 2004).

1.1.2.6 Social collectives

Social collectives refer to the social groups, organizations, communities, institutions,
classes, and societies which are considered as symbolic social constructions. These units and
institutions such as the family, government, schools and communities help the members of the
culture organize their lives. These social organizations also establish communication networks
and regulate norms for social development and social progress.
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1.1.2.7 Status and roles

A status or a social role is nothing but a position within a group or society, which gives
an overall idea of the social structure and hence is an important element of culture. This can
also include traditional gender-based or age-based roles, social roles defining the power and
distance in a social relationship, and roles in a family, all of which push a society towards
harmony.

1.1.2.8 Cultural integration

The notion of cultural integration includes the degree of harmony or integration within
the various elements of a culture. This can include elements like sub-cultures, local cultures
and the difference between historical and cultural traditions.

In short, understanding the above elements will enable us to appreciate the notion that
each culture in the world has its unique essence, and these elements often distinguish one

culture from another in intercultural communication.
1.1.3 Functions of cuiture

According to Samovar & Porter, culture is a complex, abstract, and pervasive matrix of
social elements that functions as an all-encompassing form or pattern for living by laying out
a predictable world in which an individual is firmly oriented. The functions of culture enable
us to make sense of our surroundings, dealing with problems or matters that concern us.
Triandis (2000) offers a more specific function when referring to culture: “It functions to
improve the adaptation of members of the culture to a particular ecology, and includes the
knowledge that people need to have in order to function effectively in their social environment
(146) ” (Samovar, 2004). That is to say, “Culture makes all things easier out of three reasons”.
(Samovar, 2004).

Firstly, culture helps facilitate the transition from the womb to this new life by providing
meaning to events, objects and people, thus making the world a less mysterious and
frightening place. Secondly, culture makes life less confusing and easier because the influence
of culture becomes habitual and subconscious just as our breathing and walking. Thirdly,
culture tells us in different degrees what we are expected to think, believe in, say, resent, wear,
honor, laugh at and fight for in typical life situations.

Being both teacher and textbook, culture teaches a child from the instant of birth
formally and informally how to behave, and the child quickly learns how to behave in a
manner that is acceptable to the members of the society. Within each culture, therefore, there
is no need to expend energy deciding what an event means or how to respond to it. The fact is
that people who share a common culture can usually be counted on to behave “correctly” and
predictably. Hence, culture reduces the chances of surprise by shielding people from the
unknown. As a popular saying goes, “without culture, life would not be possible”. We can’t



