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,Chapter 1

An Overview of Interculture Communication

Our world seems to be shrinking. This is not only due to technological ad-
vancements such as E-mail and cellular phones, but also because of global mi-
gration. While new computer technologies and satellite communication have
made it possible to exchange ideas without face-to-face communication, global
migration across and within national borders has made it possible to exchange
ideas in person, as well. These interactions among people who do not speak
each other’s languages and who do not have similar historical or cultural back-
grounds are challenging. The challenges multiply if the individuals are not pro-

vided with the necessary knowledge and cultural differences.

In the past, most human beings were born, lived, and died within a limit-
ed geographical area, never encountering people of other cultural backgrounds.
Such an existence, however, no longer prevails in the world. The international
and domestic changes in the past few decades have brought us into direct and
indirect contact with people who, because of their cultural diversity, often be-
have in ways that we misunderstand or do not understand. It is no longer diffi-
cult to find social and professional situations in which members of once isolated
groups of people communicate with members of other cultural groups. Now
these people may live thousands of miles away or right next door to each other.

One of the ways in which we could describe the phenomena of intercultural
communication happening everywhere would be an example of global culture.

By this we mean that the event was not one to be contacted in just one local or
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national culture but across all cultures. McLuhan® in the 1960’s forecast to-
day’s world as a “global village” because of the rapid expansion of worldwide
transportation and communication networks. We can now board a plane and fly
anywhere in the world in a matter of hours. Communication satellites, sophis-
ticated television transmission equipment, mobile phones and the World Wide
Web now allow people throughout the world to share information and ideas at
the same time. It is now possible for a person in one country to communicate
with a person in another country within seconds.

When we list the benefits of these developing communication links in the
examples provided above, there may also be other aspects that may worry or
concern us. People all over the world are faced with the same environmental
issues, such as pollution or AIDS, which affect all cultures. It has become
clear that pollution or disease does not observe geographic and cultural bounda-
ries. Nations are beginning to realize that we must work together to solve
these problems or face common disaster.

Also, as the population of the world has increased, it has become more
difficult to remain detached and isolated from global tensions and conflicts.
When people of different nationalities and ethnic origins, who frequently speak
different languages and hold different convictions, attempt to work and live to-
gether, conflicts can easily arise. Recent events such as terror attack have
given credence to the axiom that hostility anywhere has the potential to become
hostility everywhere.

And we should not forget that the reality of a global economy makes
today’s contacts far more commonplace than in any other period of the world’s
history. Multinational corporations now participate in various international
business arrangements such as joint ventures, licensing agreements, turnkey
projects, subcontracts, and management contracts. Each country’s economy is
now tied to the economic fortunes of others. These and countless other eco-
nomic ties mean that it would not be unusual for you to work for an organiza-

tion that does business in many countries or for you to conduct business in

@® McLuhan, (Herbert) Marshall (1911 —1980), Canadian literary and communications theorist,
known for his theories on the mass media. His term “the global village” conveys the idea that the mass

media have “shrunk” the world through their pervasive cultural influence.
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An Overview of Interculture Communication

remote parts of the world.

And part of the aim of the book is to unfold and discuss some of these
difficulties and differences in cross-cultural communication. In order to mini-
mize misunderstandings when we communicate with people from other cul-
tures, we need to understand the process of intercultural communication, and
we need to understand people of other cultures and their patterns of communi-
cation. This is important not only to decrease misunderstandings but also to
make the world a safer place for all of us to live.

We choose to study language, culture and communication because lan-
guage is a cultural product and culture, to a great extent,is revealed through
the use of language and culture plays a very important role in our communica-
tion. As we go about our daily lives we do things and think things almost auto-
matically — without perhaps having the time to analyze or evaluate fully some
of the foundations for our thoughts and actions. We hope to demonstrate how
these elements of culture and language phenomena are, not only to our under-

standing of our own lives but also to the understanding across the globe.

I The Study of Culture

The study of culture or cultures has been developing over the last forty
plus years within the context of academic study. It is now more common to call
this area of study — Cultural Studies. The prime concern within the area is to
analyze and think about the connections between a variety of cultural activities
and cultural productions in order to evaluate how changes in society affect both
individuals and the public image of nations to the rest of the world. Fundamen-
tally, these concerns are to do with the phenomena of the modern world and
the impact of change on individuals, social groupings (such as the family,
young people, the elderly and so on) and the implications of change with re-
gard to issues such as perception and understanding.

What does the word “culture” mean? It may mean many things. For
example, we sometimes say that people who are able to read and write or who
know about art, music and literature are cultured. For different people, the
word has a different meaning.

In fact, culture is really a large and evasive concept, very complex and

3



Language, Culture and Communication

—A Study of Intercultural Communication

difficult to define. It is said that there have been at least over 150 definitions of
culture, but none of them seem to be able to tell us everything about culture.

The following definitions are just some of the well-known ones.

Culture is a general term used in two broad senses: the customs, civiliza-
tion, and achievements of a particular time or people; and the arts and other
manifestations of human intellectual achievement regarded collectively. In the
study of society, few words are as difficult to define as culture, and much has
been written on its definition alone.

At the very beginning, we would like to mention Raymond Williams® who
is a very well-known scholar in Cultural Studies. His most influential work can
be seen in a book called Keywords(1976), in which he provides an extensive
cultural dictionary of words and their meanings and associations. In Chinese, a
lot of words are culturally-loaded, too, such as yin and yang, ferngshui, idio-
matic expressions like giren youtian (be haunted by an imaginery fear), which
all needs explicit explanation and definition.

In Keywords, Williams provides three different meanings that have be-
come attached to the word culture and it is useful to repeat these and to think
about the ways in which these different meanings have been developed in dif-
ferent areas of academic study:

(1) Culture can be seen as a general process of intellectual, spiritual and/
or aesthetic development.

(2) Culture can be seen as a particular way of life, and its associated
products and practices.

(3) Culture can be used to describe the works and practices of intellectual

and especially artistic activity. (Williams,1976)

Others define culture in the following as the cumulative deposit of know-
ledge, experience, meanings, beliefs, attitudes, religions, concepts of self and
universe, interpersonal relationships, hierarchies of status, role expectations,

spatial relations and time concepts acquired by a large group of people in the

@ Raymond Williams, a founding figure in Cultural Studies in Britain. His representative works are
Culture and Society 1780 — 1950 (1958) , Communications (1968, Keywords (1976), Culture (1981).
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course of generations through individual and group efforts. Culture manifests
itself both in patterns of language and thought, and in forms of activities and
behaviors. These patterns become models for common adaptive acts and styles
of expressive behavior, which enable people to live in a society within a given
geographical environment at a given state of development. Culture is 2 commu-
nication problem because it is not constant; it is a variable. And, as cultural
variance increases, so do the problems of communication.

“Culture may be defined as what a society does and thinks.” (Sapir,
1921)

“What really binds men together is their culture—the ideas and the stand-
ards they have in common. ” (R. Benedict, 1935)

“Culture is man’s medium; there is not one aspect of human life that is
not touched and altered by culture. This means personality, how people ex-
press themselves, including shows of emotion, the way they think, how they
move, how problems are solved, how their cities are planned and laid out, how
transportation systems function and are organized, as well as how economic
and government systems are put together and function.” (Edward T. Hall,
1959

“By ‘culture’, anthropology means the total life way of a people, the so-
cial legacy the individual acquires from his group. Or culture can be regarded
as that part of the environment that is the creation of man.” (Clyde Kluck-
hohn, 1965)

“A culture is a collection of beliefs, habits, living patterns, and behaviors
which are held more or less in common by people who occupy particular geo-
graphic areas. ”(D. Brown, 1978)

« _ culture refers to the total way of life of particular groups of people.
It includes everything that a group of people thinks, says, does, and makes. ?
(R. Kohls, 1979)

The various meanings of the word may be placed in two main groups:
roughly, the anthropological and the artistic. The first defines culture as the
whole way of life of a society: its beliefs and its ideas, its institutions and its
systems, its laws and its customs. The second group of meanings defines cul-

ture more narrowly, but in the view of its proponents, more deeply, as the

5
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civilized manners of a society, especially as they are expressed in its arts. By
the first meaning, all humans are cultured because all are members of a cul-
ture, whatever its nature. By the same token, an individual tends to approach
and judge other cultures from the standpoint of his or her own culture; a cruci-
al idea in anthropology and other social sciences is cultural relativism, the view
that beliefs are relative rather than absolute. By the second meaning,
however, only a minority is likely to be cultured at any one time because cul-

ture is a refinement, to be worked for and to be aspired towards.

Culture can also be understood as a particular way to satisfy human needs.
All human beings have certain basic needs. Every one of us needs to eat and to
make friends, for instance. Abraham Maslow®, a psychologist, has suggested
that people all over the world share five basic needs (1970). Beyond the details
of air, water, food, and sex, he laid out five broader layers: the physiological
needs, the needs for safety and security, the needs for love and belonging, the
needs for esteem, and the need to actualize the self, in that order. (see the dia-

gram below)

/ ’ 3Thebeimgm¢needs " \

- - o -

—— P e £ b )
1. The physiological needs : \

(1) The physiological needs. These include the needs we have for oxygen,

@ Abraham Maslov? (1908-~1970) played a major role in pressing the case for humanistic psychol-

ogy» and developed a theory of motivation based on the idea that needs are organized hierarchically.
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water, protein, salt, sugar, other minerals and vitamins. They also include
the needs to maintain a pH balance and temperature. Also, there are the needs
to be active, to rest, to sleep, to get rid of wastes (CQO,, sweat, urine, and
feces), to avoid pain, and to have sex. '

(2) The safety and security needs. When the physiological needs are
largely taken care of, this second layer of needs comes into play. You will be-
come increasingly interested in finding safe circumstances, stability, protec-
tion. You might develop a need for structure, for order,for some limits.

(3) The love and belonging needs. When physiological needs and safety
needs are, by and large, taken care of, a third layer starts to show up. You
begin to feel the need for friends, a sweetheart, children, affectionate relation-
ships in general, even a sense of community. In our day-to-day life, we exhibit
these needs in our desires to marry, have a family, be a part of a community, a
member of a church, a brother in the fraternity, a part of a gang or a club. It
is also a part of what we look for in a career.

(4) The esteem needs. Next, for the fourth level, self-esteem can be ex-
plained in two versions of esteem needs, a lower one and a higher one. The
lower one is the need for the respect of others, the need for status, fame, glo-
ry, recognition, attention, reputation, appreciation, dignity, even dominance.
The higher form involves the need for self-respect, including such feelings as
confidence, competence, achievement, mastery, independence, and freedom.

All of the preceding four levels maslow calls deficit needs, or D-needs. If
You don’t have enough of something—i. e. you have a deficit—you feel the
need. But if you get all you need, you feel nothing at all! In other words, they
cease to be motivating. As the old saying goes, “You don’t miss your water
till your well runs dry!”

(5) The self-actualization needs. The highest need of a person is to
actualize oneself, to reach one’s full potential, to become all that he or she
might be. No one ever satisfies this need completely, partly because we are too
busy trying to satisfy our lower needs.

Though the basic human needs are often said to be universally the same,
people all over the world satisfy these needs in different ways. Each culture
offers its people a number of options for satisfying any particular human need.
Some of these options are widely shared across cultures, but many others are

7
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not. Just as Maslow has stated, ends in themselves are far more universal than
the roads taken to achieve those ends since the roads are determined locally in

the specific culture.

Every culture has its ways of doing things in daily life, such as ways of
eating, drinking, dressing, finding shelter, making friends, marrying, and
dealing with death. People have to learn the cultural ways of their community
to satisfy their basic human needs. These ways are not something that the peo-
ple in the group are born with. Instinctive behavior, on the other hand, is a
pattern of behavior that an animal is born with. Spiders’ spinning their webs
are examples. The mother spider does not teach her babies how to spin webs.
(In fact, she is not even there when they are born, ) Young spiders know how
to do it when they are born.

As humans, we learn our ways of life by being taught by our parents or
teachers. We learn more of the ways of our culture by growing up in it. We see
how other people in our culture do things, and we do them the same way. We
even learn how to think and feel in this way. Since we learn the ways of taking
care of our basic needs in the cultural group in which we grow up, our own
culture seems very natural to us. We feel in our hearts that the way we do
things is the only right way to do them. Other people’s cultures often make us

laugh or feel disgusted or shocked.

Study Questions

Y% Which of the definitions given above do you prefer? Why?

¢ What have you learned from those definitions about culture?

¥ Do you agree that our lower needs always have to be satisfied before we
can try to satisfy the higher needs?

¥ What examples can you give about how people of different cultures
achieve the same ends by taking different roads?

I The Study of Intercultural Communication

The rapid development of information technologies, the massive spread of

Ws




