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Understanding Culture,
Communication and
Intercultural

Communication

/JJ Learning Objectives
After learning this unit, you will be able to:
< define characteristics of culture and communication;
<> understand the relationship between culture and communication;

<> define and classify the types of intercultural communication.

1. What is culture in your view?
2. How can people from different cultures communicate with each other?

3. What will get on the way when people from different cultures communicate with each other?
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Focused Study

1. Culture 31k

1.1 Definitions of Culture L{LBIENX

The word “culture” is derived from the Latin word “cul/tura” which means “to cultivate”.
Culture follows us anytime and anywhere. Culture lives in the past as well as in the present.
Man is born and brought up in a specific cultural environment. Cultures are not uniform and
every society has its own unique culture. Cultural elements like customs, traditions, morale,
values, and beliefs, are not the same everywhere. Meanwhile, one culture also varies from time
to time.

The scope of culture is very inclusive. According to general statistics, there exist hundreds
of definitions about culture. Many scholars have defined and understood culture in various
ways for many years. There are some famous ones among those definitions. The English
anthropologist Edward Tylor was the first one to coin the term “culture” in the eighteenth
century. He defined culture in 1871 as:

the outward expression of a unifying and consistent vision brought by a particular

community to its confrontation with such core issues as the origins of the cosmos, the

harsh unpredictability of the natural environment, the nature of society and

humankind s place in the order of things (Cohen, 1991).

Kroeber and Kluckhohn (1952) express their opinion:
Culture consists of patterns, explicit and implicit, of and for behavior acquired and
transmitted by symbols, constituting the distinctive achievement of human groups,
including their embodiment in artifacts; the essential core of culture consists of
traditional (i.e. historically derived and selected) ideas and especially their attached
values; culture systems may, on the one hand, be considered as products of action, on

the other as conditioning elements of further action.
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Edward Hall was a pioneer researcher in intercultural communication field. He understood
culture as follows:
Culture (is) those deep, common, unstated experiences which members of a given
culture share, which they communicate without knowing, and which from the

backdrop against which all other events are judged (Hall, 1966).

Bate and Plog propose a descriptive definition:
Culture is 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, and that

are transmitted from generation to generation through learning.

This definition includes not only patterns of behavior but also patterns of thought
(shared meanings that the members of a society attach to various phenomena, natural and
intellectual, including religion and ideologies), artifacts (tools, pottery, houses, machines,
works of art), and the culturally transmitted skills and techniques used to make the artifacts
(Bates & Flog, 1990).

From the more recent perspective we highlight the definition of Hofstede who stated that,
“culture refers to the cumulative 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” (Hofstede, 1997). In this book, we intend to
use this definition because it is more comprehensive and inclusive.

Iris Varner and Linda Beamer (2006) think, “culture is the coherent, learned, shared view
of a group of people about life’s concerns that ranks what is important, furnishes attitudes about
what things are appropriate, and dictates behavior”.

Spencer-Oatey (2008) writes, “culture is a fuzzy set of basic assumptions and values,
orientations to life, belief, policies, procedures and behavioural conventions that are shared by
a group of people, and that influence (but do not determine) each member’s behaviour and

his/her interpretations of the ‘meaning’ of other people’s behaviour”.

1.2 Layers of Culture X5 E

Culture can be manifested at different layers of depth. Trompenaars and Turner suggest a
more insightful way of viewing culture. They describe a multi-layered model of culture in

which three main areas are identified. The outmost layer of culture includes explicit products of

3
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a culture, which are easily observed and constitute “symbols of a deeper level of culture”
(Trompenaars and Turner, 1994). The core encompasses basic assumptions about life and the
world, and implicit ways of dealing with all aspects of human existence. The middle layer is
made of norms and values, and determines what behaviours are interpreted as right or wrong,
good or bad. Getting to know, understand and respect norms and values observed by a different
cultural group is a fundamental step towards becoming effective intercultural communicators
(Scherer & Walbott, 1994).

A similar view is expressed by Hofstede (1994), who identifies four main layers of culture
that is known as “onion diagram” (see Figure 1.1). Hofstede describes the four layers of culture
in Figure 1-1 as:

1. Culture symbols

Symbols are the most visible and superficial part of a culture that can be seen by others of
the same and differing cultures. Symbols are those objects, words and gestures that mean
something and are recognised by those sharing the same culture. Examples of symbols include
jargon, hairstyles, Coca-Cola, religious and status symbols. With time old symbols may give
way to newer more fashionable symbols. Being superficial they are easily copied by
individuals belonging to other cultures.

2. Culture heroes

Culture heroes are those persons, dead, alive, real or imaginary that exhibit characteristics
that are well respected within that culture. Heroes range from presidents to comic book
characters.

3. Culture rituals

Rituals are those practices that are exercised by members of a culture that are considered
socially essential. Examples of rituals include handshaking when meeting someone, religious
ceremonies and the way in which business and other meetings are conducted.

4. Culture values

Unlike culture symbols, culture values are not visible to an observer. Hofstede (1994)
describes values as a “feeling with an arrow attached to it” such as evil versus good, dirty
verse clean, ugly versus beautiful, natural-unnatural. Many values remain unconscious to
those who hold them. Therefore they often cannot be discussed, nor can they be directly
observed by others. Values can only be inferred from the way people act under different

circumstances.
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Figure 1-1 Manifestations of Culture at Different Levels of Depth

1.3 Characteristics of Culture 31X B94F4E

Regardless of various definitions of culture, a number of characteristics of culture have
been drawn attention to. We here focus on four important points.

First, culture is learned. We learn culture through enculturation. Enculturation is conscious
or unconscious conditioning occurring within that process where by the individual, as child and
adult, achieves competence in a particular culture (Hoebel & Frost, 1976). Therefore, we learn
culture consciously or unconsciously. From infancy, members of a culture learn their patterns
of behavior and ways of thinking until most of them become internalized and habitual.
Interaction, observation and imitation are main ways for us to enculturate ourselves to one
particular culture.

Second, culture is transmitted across generations. Culture is left from those who lived
before us and handed to us. Cultural components like values, beliefs and traditions can be
transferred across generations in the form of symbols. Besides, art, music and dance are all
parts of culture that are also transmitted across generations. The past has shaped our present
and is going to influence our future. The future generations learn to adopt the culture passed
down from their forefathers.

Third, culture is based on symbols. The way we see the world is based on symbols and the
meaning behind those symbols. The symbols any culture employs take a variety of forms.

Cultures can use the spoken word as a symbol and tell people about the importance of freedom.

FLN
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They can use the written word as a symbol and let others read about such as the War of
Independence. They can use nonverbal actions, such as shaking hands or bowing, as symbols to
greet another. They can use flags as symbols to claim territory or demonstrate loyalty
(Samovar, Porter and Stefani, 2000).

Fourth, culture is dynamic. There is no one culture that can remain in the permanent state.
Culture is subject to a slow and gradual change. Culture influences human, but human activities
also influence culture. Culture responds to the changing conditions of the world, such as new
ideas and new techniques that are changing the old ways. Globalization leads to a mixing of
different cultures. When people from different parts of the world come together, they influence
each other and certainly each other’s cultures. Some parts of culture may evolve into new ones

and some may be discontinued over time.

1. Culture X1t
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cultivate

inclusive
anthropologist
consistent
cOSMos
unpredictability
explicit
implicit
transmit
distinctive
embodiment
artifact
backdrop
cumulative
spatial

fuzzy
encompass
jargon
enculturation
internalize

dynamic
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Comprehension Questions

1. How do scholars elaborate on culture?

2. What are the elements of each layer of culture?

3. What are the major characteristics of culture?
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