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CHAPTER 1

Communication and Culture: The
Challenge of the Future

Human beings draw close to one another by their common nature, but habits and

customs keep them apart.

CONFUCIUS

Lack of communication has given rise to differences in language, in thinking, in
systems of belief and culture generally. These differences have made hostility among

societies endemic and seemingly eternal.

ISAAC ASIMOV
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Wc begin this book by stating two interrelated assumptions that serve to anchor
everything we do from the start of the book to its conclusion. First, you share this
planet with over 6.6 billion' other people who belong to thousands of cultural groups
and speak thousands of different languages. Second, you currently live in an age when
almost every person on the earth, regardless of his or her location, language, or culture,
is or can be interconnected with everyone else. Many of those connections will be obvi-
ous as you walk across your campus and hear students speaking a language other than
English or interact with coworkers from different ethnic groups. Others may not be so
obvious until an event like the U.S. home mortgage crisis impacts world financial mar-
kets or an earthquake in Taiwan halts microchip production at two plants and the world
electronics industry comes to a temporary standstill.? Now, more than at any other time
in history, what happens in one part of the world touches all parts of the world. This
book is about your adapting, adjusting, and taking part in this “new world.” It is our
belief that because most significant values, beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors are rooted
in culture, it behooves you to understand how cultural experiences help explain the way
people perceive the world and carry out the business of daily living. Specifically, this
book seeks to answer some of the following questions:

¢ Why are you often uncomfortable when encountering people who are different from
yourself?

*  Why do people from different cultures behave in ways that seem strange to you?

* How do cultural differences influence communication?

* Which cultural differences are important and which are inconsequential?

¢ Why is it difficult to understand and appreciate cultural differences?

INTERCULTURAL COMMUNICATION
PRESENT AND FUTURE

Intercultural communication, as you might suspect, is not new. Since the dawn of civili-
zation, when the first humans formed tribal groups, intercultural contact occurred when-
ever people from one tribe encountered members of another tribe and discovered that
they were different. Sometimes these differences, in the absence of multicultural aware-
ness and tolerance, elicited the human propensity to respond malevolently. However,
in the pursuit of political ailiances, knowledge, or commercial trade, these differences
were more often recognized and accommodated. For instance, Alexander the Great was
known to pay homage to the different gods of the lands he conquered and to encourage
his followers to marry into the power elite families of those societies, thereby assuring
a degree of political loyalty and stability.’ The storied Library of Alexandria, thought
to have been established in the third century B.C., accumulated texts from across the
ancient world. Spices, silk, tea, and coffee made their way to Europe from China,
Southeast Asia, and the Middle East via the Silk Road trade routes. Guns, modern
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medicine, and even bread were brought to the Far East by traders sailing from Western
Europe on the voyages of discovery.

These cultural exchanges have accelerated in the past century at a dizzying pace,
to the point where, as we mentioned, societies around the globe have been interwoven
into a complex fabric of interdependent economic, technological, political, and social
relationships. This interdependency is a salient characteristic of the world that you pres-
ently live in, and the future promises even greater interconnectivity, requiring increased
cultural knowledge and language abilities. To help you understand how the challenges
of the future will require you to acquire and use intercultural communication skills,
we will discuss a number of areas in which global interconnectedness and the cultural
dynamics of society will have a direct impact on your life. These areas include global-
ization, international conflict and security, world competition for natural resources,
global environmental challenges, world health care issues, and population shifts.

Globalization

Globalization has become a term common to many languages and used in many dis-
ciplines. Some use it positively and
others use it negatively. It is defined
variously, depending on the user’s
perspective and intent. Cameron sees
globalization as “the ongoing inte-
gration of the world economy.” For
Gannon, “Globalization refers to the
increasing interdependence among wide in scope.™
national governments, business

Globalization comprises “actions or processes that
involve the entire world and result in something world-

firms, nonprofit organizations, and

Globalization has
brought wrestlers
from Bulgaria, Russia,

B Korea, Mongolia,

Georgia, and even
tiny Lithuania to the
ancient Japanese sport
of sumo wrestling,

Globalization 3



individual citizens.” From an anthropological perspective, globalization is “worldwide
interconnectedness, evidenced in global movements of natural resources, trade goods,
human labor, finance capital, information, and infectious diseases.” The common theme
resonating in these definitions is connectedness. It has become increasingly difficult to
live your life without being affected by other people’s opinions and actions. This con-
nectedness, which constitutes the core of globalization, is the product of “growth in world
trade and the business activity that accompanies it; dramatic improvements in telecom-
munications; ease of data storage and transmission; increased facility and opportunity
for business and leisure travel.”” In order to better comprehend this transformation of
the global society, let us take a minute and look at some of these forces of globalization.

WORLD TRADE AND INTERNATIONAL BUSINESS

This ability to quickly move products, equipment, people, information, and securities
around the world, with little concern for national or international borders, has given rise
to what are commonly called transnational corporations. Their global presence and reach
is sometimes difficult to comprehend. For example, McDonald’s busiest location is in
Munich, Germany, and the most active 7-Eleven store is in Samutparkam, Thailand. Ken-
tucky Fried Chicken is available at more than eleven thousand locations in over eighty
countries. Baskin-Robbins ice cream can be purchased in over 5,800 stores, of which
2,700 are outside the United States.” As of May 2007, Toyota Motor Corporation, the
world’s largest automobile maker, operated “52 overseas manufacturing companies in 26
countries/regions” and marketed “vehicles in more than 170 countries/regions.”'° General
Electric collected revenues of $163.3 billion, employed more than three hundred thou-
sand people, and operated in over one hundred countries in 2007."!

Continuing technological advances in transportation, communication, and data
transfer facilitate the ability of transnational corporations to reposition manufacturing
processes in regions that offer low production costs, especially for labor, and to move
products and services quickly to emerging markets. Mega-corporations are expected
to continue to expand in the near future, and their growth holds two principal concerns
for you. First, there is a good likelihood that you will someday work for a transnational
organization or one of its subsidiaries. As such, intercultural communication skills will
be a critical necessity. The ability to work in a multicultural workforce and interact
with people from other cultures, often in other languages, is inherent to the success of
a multinational business.

A second concern will be how the economy is managed and controlled. According
to Mandel, “Globalization has overwhelmed Washington’s ability to control the econ-
omy.”'? The giant commercial companies now have the capacity to exert considerable
influence on local, state, and national governments and, in the pursuit of open markets
and free trade, have the ability to move goods across borders with few or no regulatory
restrictions. Unlike governments, these huge organizations are not transparent and are
responsible only to their shareholders, which allows them considerable operational flex-
ibility. For example, the consolidation of media outlets into a few large organizations
has had a homogenizing influence on available media, and this tends to stifle construc-
tive debate, underrepresent minority views, and discount local perspectives.

Although many of these large organizations have developed viable programs to
become good corporate citizens, their main objective remains making money, and
improving social conditions is a much lesser concern. Thus, governments and nonprofit
organizations (NPOs) will need to work across cultures to establish effective regulations
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and controls of the movement of goods
and services across borders, and this
may require new international organi-
zations, such as “global institutions for
governing the world economy.”"*

TECHNOLOGY AND TRAVEL

If you live in the United States, you
can easily enjoy a variety of fresh
fruits and vegetables year round that
are shipped from all over the world.
People living in Japan can eat blue-
fin tuna that was caught off the coast
of Nova Scotia only days earlier
and flown to Tokyo. People are now
traveling widely for both business
and pleasure. The U.S. Commerce
Department has estimated that the
United States will have as many as
61.6 million visitors in 2011." This
influx of international tourists will
call for service personnel trained

Gloria Thomas

What do you do in each of these situations?

IMAGINE THIS  -<i0: =

it

You are on a tour of the Louvre Museum in
Paris, admiring the Mona Lisa, when your cell
phone rings with a call from your mother.

You are riding the bus in Beijing, using your
cell phone to watch a music video, when
the person next to you leans over and starts
watching.

You are in an important meeting with a client
in Saudi Arabia and you receive a message
on your cell phone indicating that president
of your company is impatiently awaiting an
answer to the e-mail he sent eatrlier.

The speed of modern
aircraft has made
tourism a major
contributor to
intercultural contact.
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