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An Overview
of Intercultural Communication”

" Richard E.Porter

At times the world seems to be shrinking. We have increased
our mobility until distances no longer matter. We can take a jet and
be anywhere within hours. No place, however remote, can escape
us. Even the Moon is now within our range of travel, and the
addition of Mars is just a matter of time. We have become a mobile
society. But, mobility is not only ours; we may claim no monopoly
on travel. People everywhere are gaining mobility, and this is just
the beginning!

Our mobility places us in contact with people from other
cultures. And when we meet, we need to communicate; in fact,
we must communicate. This communicative behavior is called in-
tercultural communication; it occurs whenever a message sender is a
member of one culture and a message receiver is of another.

We may find intercultural communication difficult. Even if we
overcome the natural barriers of language difference, we may fail to
understand and to be understood. Misunderstanding may even be-

come the rule rather than the exception. This, of course, is both-

!
* KB Intercultural Communication: A Reader, ed. by Larry Samovar
and Richard Porter, Wadsworth Publishing House, 1972.

-2 .



ersome. And, if we are unaware of the significant role culture plays
in communication, we may place the blame for communication fail-
ure on those “other people.” This is unfortunate because our prob-
lem is reall.y culture and the difficulty of communicating across cul-
tural boundaries. Here ‘I will discuss the effect culture has on com-
munication in attempting to point out and help us understand the

problems inherent in intercultural communication.
Culture, Communication, and Social Perception

When [ use the word “culture,” I am referring to the cumula-
tive deposit of knowledge, experience, meanings, beliefs, values,
attitudes, religions, concepts of self, the universe, and self-uni-
verse relationships, hierarchies of status, role expectations, spatial
relations, and time concepts acquired by a large group of people in
the course of generations through individual and group striving.
Culture manifests itself both in patterns of language and thought and
in forms of activity and behavior. 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 technical development. Culture is a communication
problem because it is not constant; it is a variable. And, as cul-
tural variance increases, so do the problems of communication.

Culture is very complex, varying along many dimensions. Any
attempt to factor out the dimensions and to provide a scale for their
measurement is far beyond the scope of this article. But, if we
think of cultural differences varying along a minimal-maximal di-
mension (see Figure 1), the amount of difference between two cul-
tural groups depends on the social uniqueness of the two groups. Al-

-3 .



though this is a crude scale, it does permit us to examine an inter-
cultural communication act and to understand the effect of cultural
difference. To illustrate how the dimension helps us, let us look at

the examples of cultural difference positionéd along the scale.
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Figure 1 Arrangement of compared cultures along & scale of
minimum to maximum cultural difference.

The first example is maximal—differences between Asian and
Western cultures. Here we find the greatest number of cultural fac-
tors subject to variation; and we find the least.commonality. Physi-
cal appearance, religion, philosophy, social attitudes, language,
heritage, and basic conceptualizations of self and the universe are
among the cultural factors that differ sharply.

An example nearer the center of the scale is the difference be-
tween American culture and French culture. Less variation is
found; physical characteristics are similar, and the English lan-
guage is in part derived from the French language and its ancestor
languages. The roots of both French and American philosophy lie in

ancient Greece, and most Americans and French share the Christian
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réligion. , |

Examples near the minimal end of the scale are characterized in
two ways. First are the variations found between members of sepa-
rate but similar cultures—for instance, between U.S. Americans
and Canadians. The difference is less than that found between
American and French cultures but greater than that generally found
within a single culture. Even in this case we are not totally accu-
rate, because we must distinguish between English-Canadian and
French-Canadian cultures (note the differences on the scale). Se-
cond, minimal differences may be seen in the variance between. sub-
groups of the same general culture—for instance, the ethno-racial-
cultural differences that exist between Black-Americans, Anglo-
Americans, and Mexican-Americans residing in separate parts of the
same city. Similarly, socio-cultural differences can be found be-
tween members of the John Birch Society’ and the long-haired resi-
dents of Haight-Ashbury, the Sunset Strip, or Greenwich Vil-
lage?. ] '

In both categorizations, members of each cultural group share
much more in common than in the prior examples. To some extent
they may speak the same language, share the same general religion,
attend the same schools, and inhabit the same geographical area.
Yet, these groups of people are culturally different; they do not
share the same experiences, nor do they share the same percep-
tions. They do not see the world in the same way. Their life styles
are vastly different, and their beliefs, values, and attitudes are far
from being the same.

Social perception, which is the process by which we attach
meaning to the social objects and events we encounter in our envi-
ronment, is an extremely important aspect of any communication
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act. It is the means by which we assign meanings to the messageé
we receive. Social perception becomes even more important when
considering intercultural commuhication, because culture conditions
and structures our perceptual processes in such a way that we devel-
op culturally determined perceptual sets. These sets not only influ-
ence which stimuli reach our awareness, but more importantly they
have a great influence on the judgmental aspect of perception—the
attachment of meaning to these stimuli. It is my contention that
intercultural communication can best be understood as cultural
variance in the perception of social objects and events. The barriers
to communication caused by this perceptual varianceﬁ can best be
lowered by a knowledge and understanding of cultural factors that
are subject to variance, coupled with an honest and sincere desire
to communicate successfully across cultural boundaries.

The ultimate aim of social perception is to give us an accurate
account of the social aspects of our environment. Unfortunately,
this often is not the result because various cultural elements preju-
dice the meanings we attach to social stimuli. A social object or
event perceived simultaneously by members of different cultures may
be and often is interpreted quite differently by each member. For
example, Bagby (1), in investigating perceptual predominance in
binocular rivalry® cross-culturally, found culture influenced the out-
come of the perceptual process. Matching twelve Mexican children
with twelve U.S. American children, Bagby flashed a series of
stereograms in which one eye was exposed to a scene of a bullfight
and the other eye exposed to a scene of a baseball game. Under
these conditions, Bagby found the viewers predominantly reported
the scene appropriate to their culture: Mexican children tended to -
see the bullfight and American children tended to see the baseball
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game, although they were simultaneously exposed to both scenes.
Even physical objects are subject to multiple interpretations cross-
culturally. For instance, the star constellation we refer to as the
“Big Dipper” is often called the “Big Bear” or the “Big Plow” in
parts of Northern Europe ,

There are many variagbles in the communication process whose
values are determined, at least in part, by culture. These variables
have the ability to influence our perceptions and to affect the mean-
ing we assign to communicative acts. In the following sections, I
will discuss eight such va;iables; (1) attitudes, (2) social organi-
zation, (3) patterns of thought, (4) roles and role prescriptions,
(5) language, (6) use and organization of space, (7) time con-
ceptualization, and (8) nonverbal expression. The isolation of
these variables is somewhat arbitrary and artificial because they
overlap and interact with one another. For instance, a person’s
concept of the universe is in part derived from his culturally influ-
enced thinking and reasoning habits and patterns; it is also a func-
tion of his attitudes. Yet, because of the interactive effect, atti-
tudes are a function of a person’s views of the universe as well as his
beliefs, wvalues, perceptions, stereotypes, and thought patterns.
Thus, although we will utilize the eight categories as a convenient
means of division, do not assume these factors exist or exert influ-
ence in isolation. In reality, they all work with and against one an-

other in affecting our intercultural communicative behaviors.
Attitudes
Attitudes are psychological states that predispose us to act in

certain ways when we encounter various social events or objects in
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our environment. Not only do attitudes influence our overt behav-
iors, they also cause us to distort our perceptions; that is, to inter-
pret events so they are in accord with our predispositions. We,
therefore, often tend to see things as we want them to be rather
than as they are. Attitudes that affect intercultural communication
the most can be categorized as ethnocentrism, world view, absolute
values, stereotypes, ar‘ld’prejudjces.

ETHNOCENTRISM A major source of cultural variance in at--
titudes is ethnocentrism, which is a tendency to view people uncon-
sciously by using our own group and our own customs as the stan-
dard for all judgments. We place ourselves, our racial, ethnic, or
social group, at the center of the universe and rate all others accord-
ingly. The greater their similarity to us, the nearer to us we place
them; the greater the dissimilarity, the farther away they are. We
place one group above another, one segment of society abave anoth-
er, one nation-state above another. We tend to see our own
groups, our own country, our own culture as the best, as the most
moral. This view also demands our first loyalty and, cairied to ex-
tremes, produces a “my country first—right or wrong’ attitude.

Political and nationalistic ethnocentric attitudes are a chief bar-
rier to intercultuial communication.. When we identify with specific
political units—cities, counties, states, nations—we restrict our
area of moral obligation. Our ability to aceept cultural differences is
affected by this restriction. When a boundary, even a state or local
line, is present, our allegiance to one group restricts our ability to
accept another or to view them favorably. This boundary may be
something as definite as a political division or as arbitrary as a rail-
road track or river.

Another and sometimes more potent source of ethnocentristic

. 8 .



attitudes is religion. Many of our religious denominations emphasize
the rightness of their way as distinguished from that of others.
Some of us even become dogmatic in our views and see anyone else as
an “infidel.” This type of religious fervor has led sociologist Talcott

Parsons to observe;

Ethnocentrism is accentuated by this religious dogmatism because it inter-
feres with the understanding of other cultural groups:**So far as one cultural
group differs from another, it tends to be held as suspect. This dogmatism
often extends beyond matters of religion to include extreme hostility to

other asfaects of culture (12, p. 500).

Our problem lies in the fact that we have a carryover from reli-
gion to other aspects of culture. Not only do we sometimes feel hos-
tility toward another culture’s religion, but that hostility also affects
our perception of customs, modes of dress, food, art, traditions,
and racial characteristics. In an extreme case, how can two people
interact successfully if one believes the other to be guilty of deicide?
Or, in a lesser extreme, how can we successfully communicate in-
terculturally if we perceive another’s cultural cuétoms as foolish if
not utterly ridiculous?

When ethnocentrism interferes with our social perception, the
effectiveness of intercultural communication is reduced because we
are unable to view aspects of another culture that differ from our
own-in an objective manner. The degree to which these attitudes
reduce our communication effectiveness cannot be predicted because
of the variety of circumstances under which they can be present.
However, we do know that ethnocentrism is strongest in moral and
religious contexts, where emotionalism may overshadow rationality
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and cause hostility to a degree that communication ceases. And, fi-
nally, at the extreme, ethnocentrism robs us of the willingness and
desire to communicate interculturally.

WORLD VIEW The way we view our world is a function of
our culture, and it affects our social perception. As Americans, we
tend to have a man-centered view. The world is a vast space on
which we may carry out our desires. We build what we wish, we
control nature as we can, and, when we are displeased, we tear it
all down and start again.

In other cultures the man-cosmos relationship is viewed differ-
ently. An Oriental world view is apt to be one of balanced relation-
ships in which man shares a place with heaven and earth. Each
thing that man does has some effect on the balance of that relation-
ship. Consequently, he must act carefully so as not to upset the
balance because it is the nature of the cosmos to tend toward harmo-
ny. \

Our world view gives us a perspective from which we shape and
form our attitudes. As we encounter people with differing world
views, our communicative behavior is hampered because we view .
events differently; we use frames of reference that may. seem vague
or obscure to others, just as theirs may seem to us. Our perceptions
become clouded and our attitudes interfere with our ability to share
perceptions with others.

. ABSOLUTE VALUES Closely related to and often derived
from ethnocentrism and world view are absolute values. Or perhaps
systems of absolute values lead to ethnocentrism and world view.
The antecedent-consequent relationship is not really clear. Anyway,
absolute values are culturally derived notions we have of right and
wrong, good and bad, beautiful and ugly, true and false, positive
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