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Chapter 1

Introduction to Cross-Cultural
Communication

Pre-reading Activities

1. In some countries, people greet each other not only with words, but with their
body behavior. Shaking hands is a relatively common way of greeting now.
But in China we seldom see people greet each other with hugs, or cheek-
kisses. Have you ever thought of the reasons for this? If you were to meet a
friend who comes from a country with a cheek-kiss custom, what will you do,
to shake hands or to kiss his/her cheeks?

2. Differences in culture display in a variety of ways, but the most important
element in effective intercultural communication is language. Do you believe
that language issues are becoming a considerable source of conflict in the
world? Give examples to illustrate your point.

3. Culture has many different features: some are visible, and some are invisible.
Study the following categories of culture, and decide which are visible (V) and
which are invisible (1).

) facial expressions ) religious beliefs

) religious rituals ) importance of time

) paintings ) concept of self

) values ) concept of leadership

) literature

) gestures

) foods

) concepts of beauty

) nature of friendship
) general world view

) work ethic

NN N N AN AN NN

(
(
(
(
( ) holiday customs
(
(
(



2 | BEXASER

( ) eating habits ( ) rules of social etiquette
() music ( ) concept of personal space
( ) concept of fairness ( ) styles of dress

( ) child-raising beliefs ( ) concept of modesty

( ) understanding of the natural world

Quotations

1. Think like a wise man but communicate in the language of the people.
(William Butler Yeats, Irish dramatist and poet)

2. Good communication is as stimulating as black coffee and just as hard to sleep
after. (Anne Morrow Lindbergh : Gift from the Sea)

3. Laws are subordinate to custom. (Titus Maccius Plautus, Roman Comic
Poet)

4. My words fly up, my thoughts remain below: Words without thoughts never
to heaven go. (William Shakespeare)

5. Acceptance of others, their looks, their behaviors, their beliefs, brings you an

inner peace and tranquility—instead of anger and resentment. (Anonymous)

Ell

il

LR AB LA, AR EALRE I CHELPT 2T E L,
ABPHAALMNRZBETEL LA, QL THAALLEEFX., SALELK
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¥ 3 4% % BR (intercultural communication) 2 B RA XA B IGEH EXFA
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1.1 Overview

What is culture? In its Latin origin, it means cultivate. Geert Hofstede once
used a metaphor to describe culture: Culture is a mental set of windows through
which all of life is viewed (Beamer and Varner, 2001). In one society culture
might be different from person to person, but it does share certain important
characteristics among members of a society.

There are over three hundred definitions of culture. Every different
definition is a reflection of different theories or understandings, thus it becomes
difficult to pin down an exact definition of culture.

Generally speaking, culture refers to the behaviors which are learned or
shared in a community; it also refers to the norms (i. e. the usual way people in a
given society behave) and values (i. e. something that people in a certain society
hold dear) and material objects.

In 2002 UNESCO (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organization) described culture as follows: “... culture should be regarded as
the set of distinctive spiritual, material, intellectual and emotional features of
society or a social group, and that it encompasses, in addition to art and
literature, lifestyles, ways of living together, value systems, traditions and
beliefs. ”

Simply put, culture is the way of life for an entire society. It is something
that people usually take for granted but in fact needs further examination. We can

adopt the following definition as our working definition of culture in this book:

Culture is the coherent , learned , shared view of a group of people
about life’s concerns that ranks what is important , furnishes attitudes
about what things are appropriate » and dictates behavior.

(Beamer and Varner, 2001)

Sociologists categorize culture into three broad organizations, namely, social
organization, customs and traditions, and finally arts and literature,

Social organization is the social structure to which every culture bases itself
on. Each culture has its own basic needs that are met through this social

organization. The most important unit is the family, where the children learn
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how they are to behave and what they are to believe.

Customs and traditions represent the most important element in culture,
which is a rule of behavior. Rules are carried out in different ways and may vary
in importance. Some rules are not exactly rules, acting more like social pressure
to enforce minor rules of daily life. For example, if everyone in the neighborhood
sent their children to Sunday school for enhancement and your children were
usually at home having fun, the next thing you would probably do would be to
send your children to learn something too.

Arts and literature are the. productions of human imagination. They are here
to please and entertain human beings and instill cultural values of a society. The
novel Robinson Crusoe is a literary work which relates a person’s will to survival
and obstacle-overcoming. Arts and music help to strengthen a culture’s identity.
It also inspires a sense of pride and belonging.

That is culture, It is everything we are made up of and it is everything that
we are—from daily life habits to ideation and point-of-view. Without culture, we
would not know who we are. Without culture, we would not be able to maintain

our uniqueness and diversity.

1.2 Features of Culture

¢  Culture Is Coherent

Each culture, throughout history, from past to present, is a coherent and
complete whole within itself, but when it is put within the whole mosaic of the
culture, difficulties of understanding may arise. Suppose many, many years ago,
a boat full of Chinese set sail for San Francisco, the legendary place full of gold.
Due to the heavy storm, the boat went off course and came to Mexico. To their
surprise and horror, the passengers found images of skeletons, skulls and graves
in every store window and every home. In Mexico, the Day of the Dead is a fiesta
(Z%#¥5 B) with deep meaning for Mexican families. It emphasizes family ties
that can reach beyond the grave, ‘as departed family members are remembered and
consciously brought to join the living family members through celebration, If
those Chinese people understand that custom and tradition of having those
images, they would respect the Mexican’s attitudes toward death symbols. But if

they have only seen a fragment, ot a bit of behavior, they will regard it as
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bizarre, unnatural. In fact, in China we do have a similar festival observed on the
5th of April. Understanding another culture is an essential concern.

The completeness of culture should also be notified when a person from one
culture does not see a whole situation of another culture. They tend to consider
another culture as weird, abnormal, and even think it is not the correct way of

doing things.
e  Culture Is Learned

Culture is not something innate, i. e. something we are born with, but
rather it is learned. The learning process might well begin immediately after
birth, even earlier.

Culture is not only learned, but also learnable. No one has to remain for a
whole lifetime in only one culture, You have chance to get to know other
cultures, and you can learn them if you want to understand them. You may get

inside and dig deep into them and behave according to their norms.
e Culture Is Dynamic

Culture is a relatively stable concept, but it is changing constantly in a subtle
way. With high speed of development in the modern world, culture is at the same
time in the state of flux—different cultures are in contact with each other in a
continuous and constant way.

Cultures are both subject to change and resistant to it. Resistance derives
from habit, religion, and the integration and interdependence of cultural traits.
For example, in many cultures men and women play different roles, and these
roles are most of the time complementary. Women might desire changes in their
position in the family, which will have some effects on the dominant role of men.
Men, however, might be resistant to the incoming changes and want to keep an
imbalanced power in their favor. The Women’s Liberation Movement in the
second half of the 20th century in western cultures was a case in point.

There are several factors which may lead to cultural changes, namely the
environment, inventions, and contact with other cultures. Cross-cultural contact
can also result in acculturation (C4LE#E), i e. the replacement of the features
of one culture with those of another. A case in point is what happened with many

native American Indians. To an individual, the related processes are assimilation
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(JA4k) and trans-culturation (3C4LHAE), both of which refer to adoption of a

different culture by an individual.
» Culture Represents the Viewpoints of a Community

A culture and its whole features are usually shared by all members of a
community or a society, who probably agree that something is necessary and
important, even without saying it. Groups are motivated by common views which
reflect their values, and these views constitute a dynamic force directing the
groups to achieve societal goals.

Apart from viewpoints, people in a given culture share symbols of that
culture too. Language is the most obvious set of symbols and is the most
important one. Cultures also share visual symbols (e. g logos of certain
companies and universities) , icons, religious images (e. g. the cross and dove of

Christianity) , and national flags.
e  Culture Ranks What Is Important

What is of vital importance to one group may be virtually meaningless to
another, as the proverb goes: “One person’s meat is another person’s poison. ”
These values are cultural priorities. Within a culture, a value may be of greater
or lesser importance, For example, a culture may put a high priority on
directness in speaking and a low priority on making a zigzag way of truth-telling.

Priorities vary across cultures.

1.3 Culture and Language

Culture and language are intertwined, and they shape each other. It is
impossible to separate the two. Language is not merely neutral codes and
grammatical rules. The moment when we compose a sentence, select the suitable
words and structures to express ourselves, we are making choices in terms of
culture. We all know that language helps in communications between people from
different backgrounds. However, we may not be quite clear that the knowledge
of culture is vital in understanding the language being used. If we use the
language without knowledge of the target culture, we may not be a good
communicator and we may even send wrong messages. The point is that words

themselves do not carry particular meanings, but rather the meanings come out of



