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Chapter One
COMMUNICATION AND CULTURE

We humans cannot live in a culture-free situation, nor can we survive without
communication. In today’s “shrinking” world, our communication behavior is extended
from that within our own community to that among and between others. As a result,
intercultural communication competence becomes necessary. In this chapter, we begin with
communication, the basis of all human contact. Then we will look at aspects of culture,
and the relationship between culture and communication. We believe that with this study
you will improve your communication skills and become a more effective communicator in

cross-culture situations.

|. Basics of Communication

Communication; broad types and essential elements

The American anthropologist Edward T. Hall says communication is culture, and
culture is communication. It means that communication and culture are directly linked.
Since they are two different concepts, we’d better deal with them one at a time. Let us
begin with communication. Communication is the term we are too familiar with, to give it a
second thought. Familiarity, however, does not mean good understanding. We need to
understand communication to be better communicators.

Activity 1

Study the following communication situations. Work in groups to identify as many
types of communication as you can. Then try to figure out the criteria on which you base
your classification.

1. An orator delivers a speech to a large gathering.
2. You complain to your instructor about your course credits through telephone.

3. Two blind people exchange ideas in Braille.
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A farmer gives instructions to his plough working cow.

A programmer issues commands to a computer.

Tom talks to himself while brandishing his toy gun.

An archaeologist is deciphering a mysterious sign on the recently unearthed pot.
An Arabic traveler talks to you in Arabic that is Greek to you.

A hen clucks to her chicks.

2w N @

10. My washing machine receives commands from the built-in computer.
Drscussion :
You may use human beings as the criteria for classification; then you have two

categories ; human and non-human communication. If we extend our horizon a little, then

we can have roughly five types:

Human communication (1, 2, 3, 6, 7, 8)

Animal communication (9)
Human-animal communication (4)

Human-machine communication (5)

Ju o N =

Machine-to-machine communication (10)
From the above situations, we see that communication occurs when:

1. there are at least two or more communicators, human or non-human;
2. there must be some contact between communicators;

3. there must be a language shared by communicators;
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4. an exchange of information has taken place, however much it is.

For Rules 1, 2 and 4, it is self-evident; otherwise, no communication happens. For
Rule 3, languages used by communicators vary.

We now move to the communication process between humans, since it is our primary
focus. When we mention the term “communication” in the remainder of the book, we mean

human communication.

Communication : definition and components

What is communication? What does it have to do with us? In fact, communication
occurs in any place where there are human beings. When a baby is just bomn, it usually
cries. Does the crying communicate anything? When you graduate, your friends usually say
“Congratulations!” to you. When a driver sees the red light, he/she will stop. All these
are cases of communication. Our experiences tell us that communication is closely
connected with our everyday life; without it we can hardly survive. Communication, the
basis of all human contact, is as old as humankind. Today it has become even more
important. Some people believe that information (the content of what is communicated )
means power and money. Whoever has information has power, and hence has control over
those less informed. Whether you agree or not, it indicates that we have to take
communication very seriously.

Although it constantly occurs around us, human communication is not at all a simple
matter. That is why so far no single definition of human communication has been agreed

upon.

Activity 2

Study the pictures below. Work in small groups and identify as many ways as
possible in which people usually get ideas and information across. Then try to 1) define
communieation in your’own words, 2) work out as many components or steps involved in
communication as you can, and 3) list the Chinese characters that are usually employed

to translate communication.
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Discussion

Human beings are social creatures who need to connect and interact with other
humans for survival, which cannot be done without communication. Up to now there are
as many as over 100 definitions of communication. The pictures above give us some clues
in defining communication. We see that communication involves a message exchanged
between a sender and a receiver, a channel (face to face or through the telephone) for
the message to be conveyed, a setting in which the communication event occurs, a
feedback from the receiver and possibly a noise and/or gesture accompanying the process
of message sharing.

From these components of communication, we can draw some definition. In its most
general sense, communication refers to the sharing or exchange of information, ideas,
feelings and so on. Put simply, it means getting across our ideas, views, feelings,
emotions, etc. Since it involves an exchange process between humans, communication is

never static. Instead, it is a dynamic, systematic process in which meanings are created
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and reflected in human interaction with symbols. But this definition doesn’t mention
whether communication behavior is intentional and/or unintentional. There are two
schools of thought on this. The first believes that in a communication event one
intentionally attempts to induce or illicit a particular response from another person. The
second holds that the concept of intentionality is too limiting because there are instances
where messages are conveyed unintentionally. In nonverbal communication cases, more
messages are likely to be conveyed without the sender’s awareness. This is what we have
to be especially alert to in intercultural communications. Owing to its complexity, the

term communication does not have a single equivalent in Chinese. Many terms have been

used to translate communication. They are 3¢BR, 22U, &3#%, ¥iE, HBE, &E.

Communication: characteristics

In addition to the definition and the components of communication, the study of its
characteristics helps us to have a better understanding of how communication actually
works.

Activity 3

Study the definition of communication and see what characteristics you can derive
from it. Group discussion is recommended.

Definition: Communication is a dynamic, systematic process in which meanings are
created and reflected in human interaction with symbols.

Discussion
From the above definition we know that communication is a process with several

distinctive characteristics. Here are some important ones.

.
Systematic

r———

Dynamic

T

< Communication ) Symbolic
Consequence T—

Self-reflective Meaning-loaded

Communication is dynamic. It’s more like a motion picture than a single snapshot.
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When we communicate, we interact with each other. When we don’t like one idea, we
replace it with another. We sometimes even shift topics in the middle of a sentence.

Communication is irreversible. Once a person has said and another has received and
decoded the message, the original sender cannot take it back. Once a communication
event takes place, it is done. Even if you can experience a similar event, it cannot be an
identical one.

Communication is systematic. It is part of a large system. We send and receive
messages not in isolation, but in a specific setting or context. The nature of
communication depends to a large extent on this context. Settings and environments help
determine the words and actions we generate and the meanings we give to the words and
actions of other people. The elements of this system include a) the place or location:
school buildings, theaters, public squares, homes etc. ; b) the occasion: wedding,
funeral, academic conference, class, graduation ceremony, etc. ; c¢) the time when the
communication takes place; and d) the number of participants: two people, a group, or
a large audience. Perhaps now you may see how the .people in the pictures of Activity 2
communicate and why they communicate the way they do.

Communication is meaning-loaded. Humans are meaning-
seeking creatures. Throughout our lifetime we have accumulated

various meanings as the outside world has sent us trillions of

messages. These meanings are stored somewhere in our brains for us
to retrieve and employ. In each communication event participants
attribute meaning to a behavior. Then meaning exchange is more obvious.

Communication is symbolic. Humans are symbol-making creatures. We are able to
generate, receive, store, and control symbols. Human symbolic communication is the
difference of man and the difference it makes. In other words, it is man’s alone.

Today we have at hand very different types of symbols to conduct communication with ;
sound, light, a mark, a statue, Braille, or a painting etc. that represents something else.
When we look at the curved arrow, the traffic lights, or the snowman, we learn something.
Our words and actions are other sets of symbols (very important ones) through which we

convey our messages, ideas and feelings to other people.




