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Introduction to
Intercultural
Communication

' By the end of this chapter, you should be able to:
i « define intercultural communication; 1‘
.« understand the importance of intercultural communication;
- » briefly describe the developmental study of intercultural commu-
. nication;
. » explain the complexity involved with intercultural communication,
' especially cultural shock; and

e be aware of the challenges in cross-cultural adaptation.
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Warm-up
& Aush Hour ((uETI))

1. Introduction to the Movie Rush Hour

This movie tells a story about the investigation on the kidnapping of the daughter of
Chinese Consul, Soo Young. Detective Inspector Lee, a Chinese detective from China’s Hong
Kong, is sent to America to solve the case. But the FBI (Federal Bureau of Investigation)
wants to solve the case on their own and so they assign a LAPD (Los Angeles Police
Department) detective James Carter to ensure that Detective Lee is nowhere to be seen and
will not interfere with their investigation.

Detective Inspector Lee is one of the best police officers in China’s Hong Kong.
Detective Carter, on the other hand, is considered the most worthless employee of LAPD, and
is shown at the beginning of the film as an independent policeman who prefers to work alone.
He is also a person who is less subtle and is willing to bend the rules in order to complete his
assignments.

Cultural clashes arise when these two detectives who barely know each other are assigned
to the same case; they couldn’t stand each other while the time is running out. As the story
goes, the two detectives are forced to quickly overcome those issues in order to rescue the
Chinese Consul’s missing daughter. Eventually, they two become a good team and save each
other countless time.

Please visit http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0120812/ for more information about this movie.

Task: Watch the whole movie, and discuss with your partner the differences between
American culture and Chinese culture as are reflected by this movie in the following aspects:
e Expressing emotions

e Laws and investigations
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Ways of interacting with other people

Assumptions toward other cultures

Cultural stereotypes

Attitudes to illegal drugs

e [anguage

2. Introduction to the Selected Scene—Carter Picks up Lee at the Airport

Detective Carter is assigned to pick up Detective Lee at the airport. Upon arrival,
Detective Lee does not say a single word to Detective Carter. Such impression makes

Detective Carter assume that Detective Lee could not speak English at all.

Task:
Try to point out the cultural clashes in the selected scene and discuss the cultural
differences between China and the US as reflected in the ways that the two detectives behave

at their first meeting.

Script:
Carter: Please tell me you speak English.
(Lee looks at the stewardess and pilot)
Carter: I’'m detective Carter, do you speak any English?
(Carter points to his mouth)
Carter: Do you understand the words that are coming out of my mouth?
(Lee smiles)
Carter: I cannot believe this shit!
(Lee thanks the pilot and stewardess in Chinese)
Carter: First I get a bullshit assignment, and now Mr. Ricearony doesn’t even speak
American.
(Carter walks to his car)
Carter: Come on man my ride over here.
(Lee follows him to the car)
Carter: Put your bag in the back.
(Lee looks at the car)



4 BXAZFRFIE (3R ) ( F=hk )

Carter: Put your bag in the back. (says it louder this time)
(Lee tries to give the bag to Carter)

Carter: No, no, no, no. You put your own shit in the back. I'm not a sky captain. I'm
FBI, you understand? (His tone of voice is much more emotional now)
(Lee puts his bag at the back of the car and they both drive toward China Town;
Carter on the way there decides to call Police Chief Williams to complain about
the assignment)

Carter: Captain, I do not think this is funny. Now I’m serious, captain, I ain’t playing
here. You need to call the FBI and tell them they made a mistake.

Police Chief Williams: I can’t do that, Carter. I’m sure you and Mr. Lee will have a nice
time together.

Carter: ['m warning you man, you better call the FBI, or I'm going to drop him off at
the Panda express.

Police Chief Williams: If you drop this case, Carter, you will be suspended for two
months without pay.

Carter: All right, but you can forget about being mayor then.
(Agent Johnson picks up the phone)

Agent Johnson: Congratulations Carter! It looks like you finally got yourself a partner.
(Everyone in the police department starts laughing)

The above airport scene, where Detective Carter and Detective Lee first meet, shows an
example of many differences between American and Chinese people and cultural stereotypes

they hold for each other. If they understand more of each other’s culture, they may
communicate better.

Text

This book attempts to provide you with an introduction to intercultural communication
theory and its practical principles. It aims to help you increase your cultural awareness and
sensitivity. It also intends to help you develop effective strategies in dealing with potential
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cultural conflicts and improve your intercultural communicative competence. The first chapter
will try to provide answers to the four basic questions:

» What is “intercultural communication”?

» When did the study of intercultural communication start and how did it develop?

» Why do we need to study intercultural communication?

» How can we study intercultural communication?

1. Definition of Intercultural Communication

Intercultural communication (IC) (#53C/L3ZFF) is the term first used by Edward T.
Hall in 1959 and is simply defined as interpersonal communication between members of
different cultures. Another simple, yet effective, approach is to define it as communication that
occurs between individuals and entities (££[4]) that are culturally unalike (Rogers & Steinfatt,
1999). That is to say, intercultural communication can take place not only between two
individuals but also between international entities. The key focus is that the individuals or
entities are culturally different.

Intercultural communication can have different forms. Many scholars have made efforts
to set boundaries for intercultural communication study. We will introduce the core content of
intercultural communication proposed by Rich and Gudykunst in the following (Chen &
Starosta, 2007, pp.13-16).

According to Rich (1974), intercultural communication can be classified into five forms:
(1) Intercultural communication focuses on the study of interactions between people from
different cultural backgrounds, such as interactions between people from America and China.
(2) International communication (% Pr[] 4% #) focuses on the study of interactions between
representatives of different nations, such as the interaction between representatives on the
United Nations. (3) Interracial communication (Ff % [8]/£4%) focuses on the study of
interactions between members of the numerically or politically dominant culture and
co-culture in the same nation, such as the interaction between whites and African Americans.
(4) Interethnic or minority communication (/D% [XJK[E4LH#%) focuses on the study of
interactions among co-cultures in the nation, such as the interaction between Hispanic and
Japanese Americans. (5) Contracultural communication (i¥ []1%4%) focuses on the study of
the developmental process linking intercultural communication to interracial communication,
such as the developmental process that led from the interactions between Columbus and
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Native Americans to the interactions between First Nation tribes and Canadians. Rich’s
classification clearly shows that intercultural communication study should be approached at an
interpersonal or rhetorical level. Except for contracultural communication, Rich’s categories
remain visible today.

Gudykunst and Hammer (1987) classified intercultural communication by using
interactive (H.3/]f])-comparative (EL#%f]) and mediated (%4 )-interpersonal (A B [a])
dimensions. They distinguished intercultural communication and cross-cultural communication.
The former includes a focus on both the “interactive” and the “interpersonal”, deals with
interpersonal communication between people from different cultures or co-cultures, such as
that between Chinese and Americans, or between whites and African Americans, and
encompasses the areas of intercultural, interracial, and interethnic communication. The later
focuses on the concepts of “interpersonal” and “comparative™ and deals with the differences in
communication behaviors between people of different cultures, such as the differences in
negotiation strategies between Chinese businesspersons and American ones.

Intercultural communication can be understood as a phenomenon which is called “I%5
{£AZF5>. It can also be understood as a discipline, which is “#5 3L A2 e

As a phenomenon, intercultural communication has the following features:

» Universal Phenomenon

Intercultural communication occurs everywhere in the world. Especially in the 21st
century, satellite communications, computer networks and supersonic air buses have virtually
turned our world into a global village. As you are resting in your bed at home, you can watch a
football game played in Italy or even a basketball game transmitted from America. In a
Chinese market, you can buy various kinds of goods and products that are made in many other
parts of the world.

» Long History

Communication between cultures has been going on for thousands of years. The history
of intercultural communication is almost as long as human history itself. It dates back to when
primitive nomadic tribes started mingling with each other and needed to communicate with
each other. During Tang Dynasty in China, there was the example of the famous “Silk Road”
in which people of Asia, Africa and Europe interacted and communicated with each other in
order to conduct their business transactions.

» Daily Occurrence

Intercultural communication is a common daily occurrence. Today, we find thousands of
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Chinese students going abroad to study, millions of foreign travelers coming to China to visit,
foreign artists coming to China to give performances, and many joint venture enterprises doing
business in cities throughout China. Even without going abroad, when you talk with an
American teacher on campus, send an email to a foreigner, or when you watch a foreign film
or read an English novel, you are engaged in intercultural communication. These are all
examples showing how prevalent intercultural communication is today.

Questions for Discussion:

1. Can you distinguish between intercultural and cross-cultural communication? Please
give specific examples to illustrate international, interethnic, and interracial communi-
cation.

2. Compare the core content of intercultural communication study as proposed by Rich
and Gudykunst.

3. Please try to come up with at least 3 cases in your daily life to illustrate the features of

intercultural communication phenomena.

2. Development of Intercultural Communication

Although the phenomenon of intercultural communication enjoys the same history with
human society, the study of intercultural communication is of recent origin. To understand the
nature of the field, we will provide a concise history of intercultural communication in
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America where the field first started and in China where we are.
2.1 The History of Intercultural Communication Studies in America

It is in the United States that intercultural communication first evolved as a formal field
of study. Chen and Starosta (2007) summarized the chronological development as the
following:

(1) The Burgeoning (% 3F, #f%F) Period

The roots of the study of intercultural communication can be traced to the post-WWII era,
when the United States increasingly came to dominate the world stage. However, government
and business personnel working overseas often found that they were ill equipped to work
among people from different cultures. The language training they received, for example, did
little to prepare them for the complex challenges of working abroad.

In response, the US government in 1946 passed the Foreign Service Act and established
the Foreign Service Institute (FSI). The FSI, in turn, hired Edward T. Hall and other
prominent anthropologists (\28%%5X) and linguists (1% 5 2% %) (including Ray Birdwhistell
and George Trager) to develop “predeparture” courses for overseas workers. Because
intercultural training materials were scarce, they developed their own. By doing so, FSI
theorists formed new ways of looking at culture and communication. Thus, the field of
intercultural communication was born.

(2) From 1960 to 1970

Hall’s writings have attracted numerous scholars to the study of intercultural
communication. Two representative books in the 1960s are Oliver’s Culture and
Communication (1962) and Smith’s Communication and Culture (1966). Oliver’s study
focuses on Asian philosophy and communication behaviors, especially from a rhetorical
perspective. His book establishes a model for the comparative study of communication
behaviors between cultures. Smith’s book is a collection of essays on human communication
covering thirteen types of communication studies.

The first intercultural communication training actually started in the 1960s with Peace
Corps members, who required training in cultural awareness before they were sent to their
missions overseas. The first college class in this field was in 1966 at the University of Pittsburgh.

(3) From 1971 to 1980

The 1970s witnessed rapid development in the field of intercultural communication.
The major achievements in this period of the study may include:

» In 1970 and 1971, intercultural communication was recognized by the International



