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I, Unit 1

Human beings draw close to one another by their common nature, but habits and
customs keep them apart.
| — Con fucius
Let there be a small country with few people... Through neighboring communities
overlook one another and the crowing of cocks and barking of dogs can be heard , yet
! the people there may grow old and die without ever visiting one another.
‘ —-Lao Tze

lead-in

To acquire intercultural competence, we have to understand the definition of

intercultural communication first. Intercultural communication studies involve a variety of

factors and are relatively a new field.

1.1 The Definition of Intercultural Communication

There are various ways to describe the intersection of culture and communication:
intercultural communication, cross-cultural communication, intracultural communication,
interethnic communication, and interracial communication. All the above mentioned terms
are focusing on the cultural aspect of communication, but each of them has its unique
concentration.

Gudykunst and Kim (2007)stipulate that intercultural communication is a transactional,
symbolic process involving the attribution of meaning between people from different

cultures. It is no strange to discover that there are various definitions available as far as
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culture and communication are concerned. According to Lustig and Koester (2007),
intercultural communication occurs when large and important cultural differences create
dissimilar interpretations and expectations about how to communicate competently. We have
to note the fact that if the intercultural communication is not effective, we still call it
intercultural communication. In other words, intercultural communications do not have to
be effective to be called intercultural communications.

Intracultural communication is the communication happening between people from the
same culture. This is a type of communication between individuals who are culturally
similar. For example, Tom’s chat with his fellow teachers is more intracultural. If it is
communication between two Chinese people, or two Japanese, then it is more intracultural
than intercultural. If we observe the communication between a Chinese and a Japanese, then
it is absolutely the intercultural aspect that we should focus on.

It is generally agreed that cross-cultural is synonymous with intercultural. But still,
there are differences between these two terms. Cross-cultural communication refers to the
detailed study or the comparison of a certain aspect of culture within many cultures. For
example, if we are doing a research on the time management in China and America, then we
are comparing cross-culturally. If we are focusing on how Chinese people manage time when
communicating with Americans, then we are looking from the perspective of intercultural
communication.

In order to understand interethnic communication and interracial communication, we
have to find the difference between ethnic and race first. A race is a group of people who are
biologically similar. An ethnic group, in contrast, is a group of people who share a common
heritage usually by a common national origin or language (Gudykunst and Kim, 2007). It is
not easy to distinguish interethnic communication and interracial communication, for there
are perhaps several races and ethnic groups within one culture, and one race and ethnic group
may exist in many cultures. Therefore, we’ d better use the term intercultural

communication.
1.2 Why Study Intercultural Communication

The utopia of living in self-sufficient villages has been replaced by a new way of living in
the global village. Today, we have to see things though our cultures as well as other
cultures. The communication between diverse people has been growing all the time.

Effective intercultural communication is vital than ever.



1.2.1 The Development of Technology

Today, with the development in transportation and communication systems, the world
is becoming smaller and smaller. Trips used to take days or even months are nowadays
measured in hours. If something happens in the Western hemisphere, people all over the
world will get the message almost simultaneously. Children can use Internet to communicate
with other peers all around the globe and are not limited to their local counterparts. Porter
and Samovar (1994) indicate that the improvement of information technology has greatly
reshaped intercultural communication, creating common meanings and a reliance on persons

we may or may not meet face-to-face at some future date in our lives.
1.2.2 The Globalization of Economy

The US workplace indicates the following (Kealey, 1996) .

1) Although most US international employees are considered technologically competent,
they lack effective intercultural communication skills to perform satisfactorily in the new
culture.

2) Overseas business failure rates, as measured by early returns, are about 15%—40%
for US business personnel, and of those who stay, less than 50% perform adequately.

3) It is estimated that US firms alone lose $ 2 billion per year in direct costs because of
premature returns.,

From the statistics, we can tell that it is necessary for each one of us to know the basic
concepts and skills of intercultural communication. It is true especially because an increasing
amount of individuals are working in intercultural work places.

Harris and Moran (1989) note that even decreasing differences among people will
require of them intercultural knowledge and skills. According to Harris and Moran (1989),
five attitudinal imperatives will be needed in an age of interdependence :

1) Possessing a cosmopolitan mind with a sensitive,innovative, and participative ability
to operate comfortably in a global or pluralistic environment.

2) Acknowledging the importance of intercultural communication by recognizing cultural
influences on personal needs, values, expectations, and sense of self.

3) Becoming culturally sensitive by integrating the understanding of culture in general
with insights gained from service in multicultural organizations or from activities that bring
us into contact with ethnically and culturally different persons.

4) Adjusting to the norms of a new culture, whether that be a domestic culture or
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another national culture.

5) Building upon similarities and common concerns while integrating and understanding
differences, to further our personal growth and to aid us in our dealings with other cultures

that are, as yet, unfamiliar to us.
1.2.3 The Demographic Changes

Johnston and Packer (1987) claim that there will be five demographic trends which will
influence American life in the twenty-first century:

1) The population and the workforce will grow more slowly.

2) The average age of the population and the workforce will decline.

3) More women will enter the workforce.

4) More nonmainstream workers will enter the workforce.

5) Immigrants will make up the largest share of the workforce since the 1920s.

We will find that our classrooms and workplaces are filled with different genders, ethnic
groups and languages. And it is daily exercise to communicate with diversified cultures. This
fact requires that ‘we learn ways of interacting with different people, and adjust to new

cultural environment, and most of all, to develop intercultural awareness.
1.3 A Brief Reflection on Intercultural Communication Studies

Although intercommunication has never ceased in this multicultural world,intercultural
communication studies is a relatively new discipline.

Linguistic investigation of cultural differences may date back to the early years of the
20th century. In 1911, Boas published his Handbook of American Indian Languages. He
could not have possibly imagined that his work inspired a generation of anthropologists and
sociolinguists to take up the subject and shape a new discipline. Whorf, influenced by
Sapir’s work Language Defined , proposed the famous Sapir-Whorf hypothesis' , exploring
the interrelationship between language and culture.

It is generally acknowledged that Edward Hall’s* Silent Language (1959) marked the
beginning of intercultural studies. However, it does not mean that there had been no
cultural content, the study of the country and its people, in English Language Teaching
(ELT). After the Second World War, the growth of social science, particularly,
anthropology and sociology led to the emphasis on the study of the “way of life” or “life-
style” of a country. In literature classes, cultural component had existed and was regarded as

a useful background. Rather than as cultural studies, it was referred to as “background



studies” in Britain, as “civilization” in France, and as the “area study” in Germany. Since
the late 1960s, language has begun to be viewed increasingly in social, pragmatic and
semantic terms. All these helped to lay the foundation for the intercultural communication
studies.

No wonder intercultural communication studies received more attention in the US than
in other countries. This is because, first of all, the US is a country of immigrants.
Secondly, the American economic development after the Seconcl World War increased its
contact with other countries. This called for intercultural communication. Unfortunately, in
many countries, Americans were “cordially disliked”. It was under such circumstances that
American scholars realized that “it is time Americans learned how to communicate effectively
with foreign nationals” (Edward Hall, 1959). In the late 1950s, two influential books were
published. One was entitled The Ugly American by Eugene Burdick and William Lenderer;
the other was The Silent Language by Edward Hall (1959). These two books are widely
viewed as pioneering works in the field of intercommunication studies.

China’ s intercultural communication studies started in the late 1980s. It had been
marginalized because English language teaching in China had been focused on the linguistic
forms rather than communicative competence. The grammar-translation approach ruled
China’s teaching EFL for many years. It involved translating made-up sentences designed to
teach grammar rules at the expense of meaning and proper use of the language. As a
substitute, the aural-oral approach in the 1960s, based on pattern-drills and behavior
repetition, isolated language structures from authentic cultural contexts of modern native
English speakers, leaving little room for cultural training. When the communicative
approach was introduced into China in the 1980s, language learning shifted its attention from
language forms to discourse analysis and communicative competence, which called for
intercultural awareness. Therefore, it may as well be said that it was the teachers of EFL
who introduced IC studies into China.

Since the 1980s, Chinese philosophers, historians, sociologists, comparative literature
and comparative linguists, translators, language teachers have been engaged in a systematic
study of intercultural communication. Here we would like to list a few most important
events in China’s IC studies:

1983 He Daokuan Introducing A New discipline — Cross-Cultural Communication

1985 Hu Wenzhong Cross-Cultural Com munication and Teaching English as A Foreign
Language

1990 Hu Wenzhong Selected Readings of .Cross-Cultural Com munication



1991 Chinese translation of Hall’s Silent Language was published in China

1994 Hu Wenzhong Culture and Com munmication

1994 Wang Fuxiang and We Hanying Culture and Language

1995 The Fifth ICCC was held in Harbin, China

The publication of Culture and Communication by Hu Wenzhong can be viewed as a
mile stone in China’s IC studies. A brief look back helps us see that the intercultural
communication studies are gaining momentum. Today numerous linguists, language
teachers, scholars are engaged in research in this field, laying a solid foundation for a deeper

understanding of different cultures.
1.4 Some Problems Concerning Intercultural Communication Studies

IC studies may be one of the most difficult disciplines. The difficulty may be caused by

the following factors.
1.4.1 The Vastness of the Concept and Goals of Intercultural Communication Studies

“Culture consists of all the shared products of human society” (Robertson, 1981). This
means culture includes not only material things such as cities, organizations and schools, but
also nonmaterial things such as ideas, customs, family patterns, and languages. In a word,
culture refers to the entire way of life of a society. Thus, intercultural communication
studies, as an omnibus term, is too complex and too open-ended for anyone to confine the
study to a scale of dimensions.

What is more, culture is like an iceberg with a big part of its real substance hidden in
the sea. “Culture hides much more than it reveals, and strangely enough, what it hides, it
hides most effectively from its own participants (Kaplan, 1989).” This makes IC studies

even more difficult.
1.4.2 Stereotype and Overgeneralization

Stereotypes and overgeneralization are based on lack of information. There are many
types of Americans who all differ from person to person because of their different regions,
races, jobs, social status, characters, views and attitudes. In fact,“no two persons see the
world in exactly the same way” (Brislin). Individual differences occur within cultures and
such individual differences also affect the nature and effectiveness of communication.
However, it is out of the question to study each and every individual. The general practice is

to take mainstream culture as a sample.



1.4.3 Ethnocentrism and Culture Orientation

Ethnocentrism refers to the tendency to view one’s own culture as the standard for all
cultures. Culture orientation means how much one should change to accept the culture of the
target language.

When one begins to learn a foreign language, the new language system leads to new
ways of “seeing and knowing the world”. The acquisition process causes the learner to
undergo a conflict between his native culture and the target culture. For example, a learner
might be at a loss how to address his teachers. Is he to address them as Teacher so and so or
Mr. Mrs. Miss so and so? In other words, is it necessary for the learner to submerge the
local culture into the culture of the target language?

Some theorists say that the acquisition of the culture depends on the learner’s attitude
towards it, so the learner ought to become integrated into the target culture. If a learner is
to achieve communicative competence in a foreign language, he must comply with the norms
of that particular culture.

Ethnocentrists take a negative attitude towards target culture’. They hold that foreign
culture should be kept at a distance and that learners must not be influenced by a foreign
culture.

Others, while admitting that the usage of a language is always colored by cultural
norm, maintain that no culture is superior over or inferior to other cultures. So there is no
need to copy the target culture. Besides, changing one’ s cultural identity may create
discomfort. For instance, most Chinese, who are used to talking loudly, may feel very
uncomfortable if they are forced to turn down their volume when communicating with
English who tend to speak softly.

Today, the importance of intercultural awareness in ELT has been widely recognized
and intercultural communication as a discipline has been well established. The research in
this field is gaining its momentum all over the world. However, the road to finding the

underwater part of this iceberg remains long.

Noteg

1. Sapir-Whorf hypothesis: this hypothesis implies that language is not simply a means
of reporting experience,but, more important, it is a way of defining experience

2. Edward Hall: a distinguished US anthropologist



3. target culture; a culture that someone is learning

Quesgtion for Digcugsgion

1. Why do you think intercultural awareness play the most important role in the process
of intercultural communication?

2. What do you think are the problems with the current cultural studies in your
university?

3. Try to list some well-known scholars and researchers engaged in the intercultural
communication studies and their respective contributions in the last two decades both abroad
and home?

4., How do you measure the relationship between grammatical competence and

communicative competence?

Recap

o Intercultural communication is the bestterminology to describe the communication
among cultures. Intracultural communication and cross-cultural communication have their
own stresses: the former concentrates on the communication of people belonging to the same
culture and the latter focuses on comparing the differences between cultures.

s The rapid technological development, the globalizing economy and the demographic
changes all contribute to the fact that we have to learn intercultural communication. In other
words, intercultural communication is an inseparable part in the world. Every and each one
of us is facing a diversified workplace and classroom, and we have to acquire intercultural
competence as a basic skill.

* The vastness of the concept and stereotype and overgeneralization are the two
important factors involving the difficulty of intercultural communication studies. We should

avoid judging others basing on our cultural standards, which leads to ethnocentrism.

Cage Study

1) When studying in the United States, Lin Jun made quite a few American friends.
One day he invited two of them to his apartment and cooked them a meal. When his friends

said they would like some coffee, he started boiling some water. Without asking them any



