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Chapter 1 Infroduction to Intercultural

Communication

i ﬁ Phil is my foreign teacher. He is very nice and friendly to me and he
often asks us to have free talk in his apartment. One day, I decided to give Phil
a gift to express my appreciation of his help in my oral English. I called him

but the line was busy. So I went to Phil's apartment directly. He opened the
door looking surprised, but didn’t let me in. I stood in the corridor and said a
few words of thanks, and gave my gift to him and left quietly with great
disappointment and puzzlement. How could he be so cold to me? All my

gratitude and fondness of Phil seemed to have gone ...

ﬁ I could never forget my experience of an oral exam with our
American teacher Mary. After reading the passage I chose on the spot and
answered her questions about the reading material and I asked her how I did in
the exam. She said I had done a very good job and my oral English was quite
good. I left the examination room happily. But to my great astonishment, 1
wasn’t given a high score for what her praise of me. I felt kind of being tricked
and couldn’t understand why Mary appeared to be so hypocritical. Similar
things happened to my classmates, too.

Stories told by students

Dear reader, have you ever had such an experience as the above two students?
What do you think causes their trouble? Is it because their English was not good
enough? Do you agree that Phil was cold to the student and Mary was hypocritical?
How can we avoid such unhappy moments? Do you have any stories to tell about
your contact with foreign teachers or foreign friends?

Now please read the descriptions in chart below and see what they have in
common:



® A Japanese girl married an Australian engineer and brought
him to her parents in Tokyo. & ’ : ;

# A class of 25 overseas students from Asia, Europe, North America
and Africa are learning Chinese as a forelgn Ianguage in a provmcml‘
university in China. : 3 !

® A business investor from Hong Kong is workmg on a new pro;ect»
with his partners from mainland China. 2o

® A female Malaysian professor of history is attendmg an
international conference on globalization and human progress in Hawau

® A Tanzanian young man stays with an Afrlcan Amencan famlly
while working on an MA in Boston ‘University. e

& Six new male students: one from Shanghal, two rom Shandong,»
two from Heilongjiang and one from Yunan; t
room on the campus at a umvers:ty in ‘Beljrhg ’

What have you found out about these instances? Yes, they all involve people
from different cultural backgrounds. Then what difference will this fact make to the
people in each situation? What can you predict about their interaction? Will you
have any chance of coming into contact with people from other cultures? How do
you prepare yourself for such opportunities? And...

There are many more questions to ask about communications between people
from different cultural backgrounds. This book attempts to offer some of the answers
and more importantly it is designed to help you find the answers on your own. It is
an exploration of other people and other cultures, the language they use and the way
they live. At the same time you can get a discovery of new things about yourself in
this journey. We sincerely hope you enjoy such a voyage.

® Warm-up questions

1.'Does a good knowledge of English grammar guarantee proper use of
the language? Why?

2. What changes have taken place to interpersonal communication with
the development of science and technology? (Think about the invention of
modern means of communication and transportation)

3. How has China changed since the adoption of the opening up policy?

l4l



What changes do the ordinary Chinese have to come into contact with
people from other cultures?

4. Do you have any intercultural experience yourself? What about other
people you know?

intercultural Communication as a Human Activity

The history of communication between people of different cultural backgrounds
is almost as long as human history itself. The mergence and conflicts between the
primitive nomadic tribes, the visits of sailors to alien lands, the bargains of
merchants along the “silk road” during the Tang Dynasty in China, the immigration
of thousands upon thousands of “gold-diggers” to North America, they are all
examples of intercultural communication, not to say the ever-heated interaction of
high officials at the United Nations since the establishment of the organization and
the ever-growing wave of tourists into all corners of the world. Indeed, intercultural
communication as a human activity has existed for centuries. Today, the
development in science and technology, especially the advancement in transportation
(ships, transcontinental railroads, automobiles and airplanes) and telecommunication
(newspapers, telegraphs, telephones, televisions and the Internet) has literally shrunk
the world into a “global village”, where people of different colors and languages can
easily transcend the limits of time and space and get in touch with one another. It is
through such increasing waves of intercultural contact that mankind has created our
diverse yet prosperous world,

Intercultural Communication as a Field of Study

The removal of physical and even temporal barriers, however, cannot guarantee
successful communication between people of different cultures. Communication can
bring people together, but culture may keep them apart. Scientific and technological
progress not only brings the global villagers into constant contact with one another,
but also creates more opportunities for conflicts among them. Even within one and
the same country, e.g. the United States, understanding between different racial and
ethic groups is no easy job. Out of the need to smooth communication between
different cultural groups and to solve conflicts between them as well as the desire to

promote better understanding of people of different cultural groups, a new field of
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study-the study of intercultural communication-came into being. This new field of
study originated in the United States in the late 1950s when anthropologists made
studies of the native Indians and the problems U.S. diplomats at the Foreign Institute
Service had with people from other cultures. The study of intercultural
communication gained acceptance through training and testing practice in the 1960s
and 1970s, formed its basic framework in the late 1970s and has made great
achievements in theory and practice ever since the 1980s both inside and outside the
U.S. (Hart 1996). The subjects of study on intercultural communication are various
and the research is made at different levels. But the chief concern of this discipline is
how culture and communication influence one another in the process of intercultural
communication and how we can predict and solve the problems that arise therein.
Today, intercultural communication as a field of study is widely acknowledged and
extensively researched in all parts of the world. This new field of study has proved
of value to diplomats, politicians, businessmen, tourists, overseas students,
immigrants and whoever may come into contact with people of different cultural
groups.

Intercultural Communication Study in China

Intercultural communication study was first introduced into China in the 1980s
by some English teachers and has made remarkable progress over the years, The
main reason for the university English teachers’ enthusiasm in the study of
intercultural communication is the shift from traditional methodology to the
communicative approach in EFL in China in the late 1970s and early 1980s. The
EFL circle at that time realized the weakness of the traditional grammar-based
teaching and tried to adopt the then prevalent communicative approach in the
classroom. It was commonly agreed among English teachers that the goal of EFL
was to develop the students’ communicative competence in using the target language,
the learning of a foreign language was believed to be the learning of a foreign
culture. The communicative functions of everyday English and the knowledge of
cultural backgrounds were listed as teaching items in the national syllabus (Hu &
Gao 1997). The introduction of intercultural communication study was just in time
to satisfy the need for theoretical guidance for the research and teaching practice
under the communicative approach because intercultural communication best



illustrates the interaction among language, communication and culture. Up to now,
quite a number of universities have developed courses of intercultural
communication for both graduates and undergraduates majored in English,
communication or international relations, some even offered the courses to
non-English majors. China has now successfully organized five international
conferences on intercultural communication since 1995 when China Association of
International Communication was set up in the city of Harbin. Chinese scholars’
study has grown from academic interest to theoretical research and practical
implementation. Publications on intercultural communication by Chinese as well as
foreign scholars are no longer difficult to come by. More recently, intercultural
studies have been applied to other fields. Intercultural training and consultation is
now gaining popularity in more developed cities like Shanghai, Beijing, and
Shenzhen.

With the arrival of 21% century, the relevance of intercultural communication
studies to ELT in China is becoming more important. The newly issued
Requirements for College English Teaching in China at the China Foreign
Languages Online listed intercultural communication as important content in the
syllabus. The same has been written into the English Teaching Syllabus for English
Majors in 2000 by the National Foreign Language Teaching Advisory Board. A
booming of teaching materials and course work along side with more in-depth
research into intercultural communication can be expected in the near future.

Some Terminologies about Intercultural
Communication

Intercultural communication has been the interest of scholars in many different
fields and various terms have been used in the research literature to refer to this
discipline. The most commonly used terms are intercultural communication,
cross-cultural communication and international communication. These
seemingly confusing terms actually all concern the study of problems caused by the
impact of culture and communication, but from a different standpoint. Intercultural
communication involves communication between people from different cultural
backgrounds. Cross-cultural communication is usually concerned with the

contrastive study of patterns of communication between speakers from two cultures.
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The typical approach of research is a comparison of cultural behavior or
communicative patterns among people from the same culture with interactions
between people from another culture. While intercultural communication involves
interactions among people from different cultural backgrounds in more general terms,
cross-cultural communication involves a comparison of interactions among people
from two cultures on an aspect of specific interest. The term International
communication refers to communication between people from different nations.
Since nations are political entities, this term is most often used in discussing
international problems in the political arena and not commonly adopted in cultural
studies. It is communication between nations and government rather than between
individuals.

Other terms related to intercultural communication studies are interethinic
communication and interracial communication.

Interracial Communication is communication between members of different
races (which pertains to physical characteristic). Interracial communication may or
may not be intercultural. Interethnic Communication is communication between
members of the same race but different ethnic backgrounds.

Intercultural communication is the most general and widely used term. It
includes all forms of communication between members of racial, ethnic or other
cultural groups. A more comprehensive definition is offered by Lustig and Koester:
“Intercultural communication is a symbolic, interpretive, transactional, contexual
process in which the degree of difference between people is large and important
enough to create dissimilar interpretations and expectations about what are regarded
as competent behaviors that should be used to create shared meanings” (Lustig &
Koester 1993). According to this definition, there is a degree or continuum of
interculturalness in a given instance of communication. Different terms may be
applied according to the view point of the user and the degree of interculturalness
involved in each case.

Objectives of This Book

This book aims at leading students (mainly EFL learners at undergraduate level)
to a general understanding of the complexities of intercultural communication and
providing them with a cultural perspective in dealing with the common problems in



intercultural communication. We hope with the help of this book the learners will:

(1) come to see how culture influences our interaction with people of different
cultural groups;

(2) increase their cross-cultural awareness;

(3) learn to predict and solve possible problems in intercultural communication;

(4) overcome cultural barriers in EFL learning and teaching;

(5) better understand and appreciate the Chinese people, Chinese language and
Chinese culture.

In other words, we wish to help the learners develop their intercultural
communicative competence by bringing them to the various facets of the
communpication process from an intercultural perspective.

;7\?% Class activities

1. Teli stories of intercultural communication from your own/your friend’s
experience or observation.

2. Interview one of the following people about their interaction with the
local people and report to the class what you find out or what lesson you can
learn from the story or interview: '
your foreign teacher
your foreign friend
a friend who comes from a different piace in the country
someone who has returned from abroad
someone of different ethnic groups from you

3. Please insert the phrase ‘“intercultural communication” or
“cross-cultural communication” into a search engine on the internet and

report to your class what you can find out about the studies of intercultural
communication.

S s s

® Warm-up questions

1. In what sense is the worid a global village? What makes it possible?

2. Do you agree that communication has become easier in a world that
has really shrunk into a global village?

3. Why should EFL learners learn the culture(s) of the English speaking
countries? Should they learn about cultures in non-English speaking
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countries as well? Why?
4. Have you ever had any difficulty talking with your foreign teacher or
friends? Was the difficulty a result of linguistic incompetence?

§ Case study

Shang Rongguang went to study in the United States in 1984 and spent
two years there before he returned to Beijing. This is what he wrote about his
experience during a Christmas vacation with the Finkbiners:

Like us Chinese, the Americans are hospitable. But they show their
hospitality in a totally different way. For example, when a Chinese family has
a house guest, especially a close relative or a friend from far away, like a
foreigner, the guest automatically becomes the focus of the whole family’s
attention. The hosts treat their guest with the best food they can afford and
tailor the family menu to their guest’s taste. Sometimes either the host or
hostess asks for leave from work to take their guest sightseeing.

Americans, however, welcome their guests by taking them in as one of
themselves, part of the family, without giving them any special attention.
Westerners may feel at home with this, but the Orientals are not used to it
and may misinterpret it as negtect.

A Thai girl once complained to me that her Christmas vacation in
Washington D.C. was not interesting and that she would never again choose
a host family for a vacation.

“What happened?” | asked.

“Nothing. | just think | was probably not welcome.”

“But how?”

“They didn’t care much about me. When | said | would like to go to some
museum, they said OK, you go ahead. And they did whatever they'd planned,
and paid no attention to my existence. ”

One example she gave was that when the whole family was going
skating and she went with them out of politeness. “I never did ice skating in
Thailand, and | don't like it. As a visitor and a foreign student, I'd like to see
more of the city.” She said. Her hosts, though kind, probably never thought
about this aspect of the Oriental psyche. They might even have been
surprised to learn that the Thai girl didn't want to go skating with them. “Why
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