














Praise for
BASIC CONCEPTS OF INTERCULTURAL COMMUNICATION, SECOND EDITION


“Crossing cultures according to Bennett is much more than a competitive advantage or a risk entitling us to a reward for our courage. It is a window into the human condition we all share, a path to integrity, a gateway to human diversity, the map for a learning journey that enriches us in every sense of that word and a way of taking good care of our planet. We are forever in danger of fighting over half-truths, of pathological polarization. This a book that leads us away from the cusp of catastrophe towards the all-encompassing view that sees things whole.”


— Charles Hampden-Turner, co-author of Riding the Waves of Culture: Understanding Diversity in Global Business


“This book is an illuminating and thought-provoking tour of intercultural communication conducted by one of the field’s intellectual leaders. Written from a passionate constructivist perspective, the book clarifies basic issues and challenges contrarian scholarly formulations, while championing the central role that this field should play in our shrinking, multiculturally-complex world.”


— Carlos E. Cortés, Editor of Multicultural America: A Multimedia Encyclopedia and author of Rose Hill: An Intermarriage before Its Time


“Milton Bennett has long been a significant and influential intellectual leader in the field of intercultural communications. In his new edition of Basic Concepts of Intercultural Communication, he has produced a book that will be an indispensable text in both graduate and undergraduate courses in intercultural communication theory and practice. Especially notable are the first five chapters which explore the intellectual roots of the field and provide exciting and challenging new insights into the thinking that will advance the field. And the readings he has selected for the second half of the book are all core writings that every interculturalist should know. I will use it in all my own intercultural courses.”


— L. Lee Knefelkamp, Professor (Emeritus) of Psychology and Education, Teachers College Columbia University and Senior Scholar with the American Association of Colleges and Universities


“If you are new to the field of intercultural communication, if enhancing collaboration and productivity across cultures has been added to your job responsibilities, even or especially if you are a seasoned intercultural practitioner, you’ll find this book invaluable. A thorough redo of the 2008 edition, Dr. Bennett does an incredible job presenting the key concepts of a complex dynamic, in the process pointing out what we may erroneously be holding onto in the work we do today. He highlights what is needed, and points the way for us to get there.”


— Dianne Hofner Saphiere, Founder, Cultural Detective, www.culturaldetective.com


“A most original overview of the intercultural field. Milton Bennett brilliantly captures the real meaning of ‘theory into practice,’ where the theory is substantial and the practice is powerful. For those wishing to attain a sophisticated competence in the profession, this book is a must.”


— Patrick Schmidt, Editor-in-chief of the SIETAR Europa Journal, former President of SIETAR Europa


Additional Praise for
BASIC CONCEPTS OF INTERCULTURAL COMMUNICATION


“This innovative collection, with its developmental learning focus, explores the core building blocks of intercultural communication. The introductory chapter, ‘Intercultural Communication: A Current Perspective,’ lays out a coherent, theory-to-practice foundation in explaining everyday intercultural interactions. This timely volume, with its provocative set of essays, illuminates the complexities of intercultural relations. The book will be widely read by educators, trainers, counselors, managers, and anyone who is curious about the field of intercultural communication.”


— Stella Ting-Toomey, Book Review Editor, International Journal of Intercultural Relations
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PART I
Intercultural Paradigms, Principles, and Practices






1
A Constructivist Frame for Intercultural Communication



Introduction


Why Intercultural Communication Matters


The study of intercultural communication has tried to answer the question, “How do people understand one another when they do not share a common cultural experience?” Just a few decades ago, this question was one faced mainly by diplomats, expatriates, and the occasional international traveler. Today, living in multicultural societies within a global village, we all face the question every day. We now realize that issues of intercultural understanding are embedded in other complex questions: What kind of communication does a pluralistic society need in order to be both culturally diverse and unified in common goals? How does communication contribute to creating a climate of respect, not just tolerance, for diversity? The new vision and innovative competencies we bring to this changing world will determine the answer to another question about the global village posed by Dean Barnlund (1998): “Will its residents be neighbors capable of respecting and utilizing their differences or clusters of strangers living in ghettos and united only in their antipathies for others?”


If we look to our species’ primate past and to our more recent history of dealing with difference, there is little reason to be sanguine. Our initial response to difference is usually to avoid it. Imagine, if you will, a group of our primate ancestors gathered around their fire, gnawing on the day’s catch. Another group of primates comes into view, heading toward the fire. I wonder how often the first group looked up and said (in effect), “Ah, cultural diversity, how wonderful.” More likely it was fight or flight, and things have not changed that much since then. We flee to the suburbs or behind walls to avoid cultural difference, and if we are forced to confront it, there is often a fight.


Historically, if we were unsuccessful in avoiding different people, we tried to convert them. Political, economic, and religious missionaries sought out opportunities to impose their own beliefs on others. The thinking seemed to be, “If other people were more like us, then they would be all right to have around.” This assumption can still be seen in the notion of the “melting pot” prevalent in the twentieth century in the United States. It is difficult for many people to believe that any understanding at all is possible unless people become similar to one another.


When we could not avoid or convert people who were different from ourselves, we killed them. Examples of genocide are not so very far away from us, either in time or distance, and individual cases of hate crimes are tragically frequent. Of course, one doesn’t need to physically terminate the existence of others to effectively eliminate them. When we make their lives miserable in our organizations and neighborhoods, we also “kill” them — they cannot flourish, and often they do not survive.


Given this history of dealing with difference, it is no wonder that the topic of difference — understanding it, appreciating it, respecting it — is central to all practical treatments of intercultural communication. Yet this emphasis on difference departs from the common approaches to communication and relationships based within a single culture.


Monocultural communication is similarity-based. Common assumptions about the nature of reality create a context in which members of a culture exchange meaning with one another, recognize appropriate behavior, and coordinate collective action. Their shared experience of reality generally allows cultural members to predict the responses of others based on how they themselves would react in similar circumstances (M. Bennett, 1979). In mono-cultural communication, difference represents the potential for misunderstanding and friction. Thus, social difference of all kinds is discouraged.


Intercultural communication — communication between people of different cultures — cannot allow the easy assumption of similarity. By definition, members of different cultures experience different organizations of reality, and thus the use of one’s self as a predictor of how others will respond to messages is unlikely to be successful. Approaches to communication in cross-cultural situations must guard against inappropriate assumptions of similarity and encourage the consideration of difference. For this reason, intercultural communication is difference-based.


In addition, intercultural communication is necessarily more intentional than monocultural communication. We normally think of communication as something natural, like walking. And certainly communication within a cultural context is normal, necessary, and not necessarily conscious. But across cultural contexts, unconscious communication is generally ethnocentric and ineffective. To be successful, such communication must be practiced with one’s consciousness fully engaged. Since this is a relatively unusual condition for most human beings, we could say that intercultural communication is essentially unnatural. In this sense, intercultural communication is like flying for humans. With the right technology (technique) it has recently become possible, but it demands a lot of conscious attention. Even when the airplane is on “autopilot,” the real pilot must be trained and ready to instantly engage the technology. Similarly, in the relatively new multicultural contexts in which many of us live today, meaning must be created more intentionally and action must be coordinated more consciously than before.



Overview



This book is an evolution of Basic Concepts of Intercultural Communication: Selected Readings (M. Bennett, 1998). This new book preserves the intent of Basic Concepts, which was to present a combination of contemporary constructivist perspective and classic readings. However, in this edition the text has been greatly expanded, with the major addition of historical context and current applications. The classic readings that have been preserved from the original book focus more directly on the conceptual foundations of the field. Overall, the purpose of the new book is to provide students, researchers, and practitioners of intercultural communication with a succinct overview of the field from a coherent constructivist perspective. It is based on the maxim that “coherent theory generates powerful practice” (IDRInstitute, 2010).


Additionally, this revision attempts more explicitly to reconcile the basic principles of intercultural communication with the rapidly evolving conditions in multicultural societies. The book traces the roots of intercultural communication from early cultural relativism into the constructivist nature of the field today, and it explores some current applications of constructivist intercultural principles to education, global business, and sustainable development.


Definitions and Scope


Objective and Subjective Culture


Culture is a kind of context. The term “context” is often used to refer to some objective circumstance, such as “in the context of an Italian family, food represents love,” or “in the context of this sentence, the verb implies direct action.” But in general, the term refers to the domain of phenomena that is considered relevant to the kind of observation being made. So, for instance, a chemistry context focuses on molecular interactions, a psychological context focuses on individual human experience, and a cultural context focuses on the behavior and experience of human groups.


A contextual, constructivist definition of “culture” was established by the sociologists Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann in their seminal work, The Social Construction of Reality (1967). This definition, which is commonly used by interculturalists, distinguishes between objective culture and subjective culture. Objective culture refers to the institutional aspects of culture, such as political and economic systems, and to its products, such as art, music, cuisine, etc. Insofar as history traces the development of a society’s institutions, it also refers to objective culture. In contrast, subjective culture refers to the experience of the social reality formed by a society’s institutions — in other words, it is the worldview of a society’s people. According to Berger and Luckmann, objective and subjective culture exist as a dialectic where objective culture is internalized through socialization and subjective culture is externalized through role behavior. Thus, in a circular, self-referential process, the institutions of culture are constantly re-created by people enacting their experience of those institutions.


A particular culture is maintained by people who interact with one another within a boundary of some kind. So, for instance, the boundary between Italy and Germany both indicates and to some extent dictates that Germans interact with one another (facilitated by a common language) more than they interact with Italians. The institutions generated by Germans to enable and regulate their interaction among themselves with their unique historical circumstances become the objective context of Germans, or German Culture. I have called this “Big-C” culture, as opposed to “little-c,” or subjective, culture (Bennett, 1998). Learning about the (Big-C) Culture of foreign countries has been the focus of traditional education, reflected in curricula filled with courses on art, architecture, literature, government, and history.


The (little-c) culture of a group — its worldview — is similarly embedded in a context. A group interacting within a boundary generates a unique way to discriminate phenomena in the world, to organize and coordinate communication, and to assign goodness and badness to ways of being. So, for instance, North Americans have a less abstract worldview than do Northern Europeans, which leads North Americans to more easily coordinate themselves tactically around processes (how to get it done) rather than strategically around ideas (why to do it). It also inclines members of each group to value their own perceptual organization as superior, so that North Americans are generally pleased with themselves for being practical problem solvers and relatively impatient with extended theoretical consideration. Northern Europeans, on the other hand, tend to evaluate American decision making negatively as “shooting from the hip” (Stewart & M. Bennett, 1991).


While a national boundary is usually associated with an identifiable (but very general) worldview, there are other boundary conditions (e.g., ethnic, gender, vocational) that generate culture at higher or lower levels of abstraction. We will explore those variations more in following sections of this text.


A cultural worldview does not prescribe or determine the behavior of individuals who share the culture; rather, it constitutes the relational context in which perception and behavior occur. So, continuing the example from above, both Americans and Europeans can and do coordinate their perception in both tactical and strategic ways, but the context of their respective cultures facilitates doing it one way or the other. For various reasons, a given North American might be more strategic in some situations, and a given Northern European might be more tactical. But in general, institutions and other people in their relational context will reinforce one and discourage the other.


A constructivist view of culture does not take cultural systems to be a priori. While one is born into a cultural system, that system only exists because the previous generation kept on constructing reality more or less in the way they were socialized. And the system will continue to exist insofar as the new members (elements) in the system enact the roles and rules of the system. Because systems in this view are dynamic constructions, it is theoretically possible for a person to construct a system at any time that is different from the one in which that person received primary socialization; that is, one can construct an alternative perspective. In sum, we will assume a nonessentialized view of culture. It is not a thing, but a process whereby people in a defined group coordinate their behavior.


When we observe culture, we are also constructing the categories of our observation. In the most general terms, “culture” itself is an observational category that we create to focus on some particular aspect of human experience — in this case, how human beings coordinate their collective behavior in both immediate and institutionalized ways. We also make choices about how broad or narrow the criteria are for making distinctions within and between cultural contexts. For instance, we can use the fine ethnographic descriptions of cultural anthropology to generate a rich description of a particular cultural context. In intercultural communication, this kind of culture-specific description is referred to as “emic” (from “phonemic” language-specific analysis). Emic, culture-specific descriptions of culture are useful for learning about the unique aspects of a particular group, but they typically do not generate very useful comparisons between and among cultural groups. In contrast, “etic” observational categories (from “phonetic” language-general analysis) generate the culture-general comparative distinctions used by interculturalists. Much of the following discussion in this text will be about the appropriate generation and use of etic observational categories for intercultural work.


Terminology


Terminology is usually expressive of a conceptual focus, and thus terms should be used intentionally and carefully to maintain the coherence of a perspective. The following definitions reflect the typical use of terms in intercultural and related fields and identify certain terms that are consistent with a constructivist intercultural perspective.


[image: image] The term “international” refers to multiple nations and their institutions, as it is used in “international relations.” The focus of international relations is predominantly on political, economic, and religious institutions and their impact on cross-border events. When “international” is used to modify “education,” it refers to curricula that incorporate attention to the institutions of other societies, and it refers to the movement of students, faculty, researchers, and other academics across national borders. For instance, “Our international education program incorporates foreign students and returned study-abroad students in an effort to internationalize the curriculum of the university.” For the most part, the term “international” does not connote interaction at a subjective cultural level and it therefore should not be used synonymously with “intercultural.”


[image: image] The term “multicultural” refers to a particular kind of situation, one in which there are two or more cultures represented. For example, “The international university had a multicultural campus, with more than fifteen different national and ethnic cultures represented,” or “the global corporation made widespread use of multicultural teams, with members drawn from operations in three continents.”


[image: image] The term “multicultural identity” commonly refers to people with primary socialization or strong secondary socialization in more than one culture who identify with reference groups in multiple cultural contexts. People with multicultural identities are generally not confused by their multiple cultural affiliations any more than multilingual people are confused by switching from one language to another (Adler, 1998).


[image: image] The term “multiculturalism” is used primarily in an educational context where concerns with multicultural classrooms and, to a lesser extent, multicultural identity, have been institutionalized with particular policies, procedures, and curricula. People using a multiculturalism conceptual focus may refer to “intergroup relations,” but they generally are referring to the existence and treatment of power differences rather than to the interaction of subjective worldview.


[image: image] The term “cross-cultural” refers to a particular kind of contact among people, one in which the people are from two or more different cultures. For example, “On a multicultural campus or in a global corporation, cross-cultural contact is inevitable.”


[image: image] The term may also be used as the context for comparison: “Cross-cultural marketing research showed that Indians were more likely to emphasize the utility of vehicles, while U.S. Americans were more likely to emphasize their comfort and aesthetics.”


[image: image] In addition to comparative studies, the term can refer to psychological dynamics in cross-cultural contexts: “Cross-cultural contact in equal power situations decreases negative stereotyping and increases tolerance.”


[image: image] The term “intercultural” refers to a particular kind of interaction or communication among people, one in which differences in cultures play a role in the creation of meaning. For example, “The cross-cultural contact that occurs on multicultural campuses may generate intercultural misunderstanding.” The term “intercultural” may also refer to the kind of skills necessary to deal with cross-cultural contact. For example, “Managers of multicultural teams need intercultural communication skills to be effective.”


[image: image] The term “intercultural sensitivity” is used in intercultural development to mean the ability to discriminate cultural differences and to experience those differences in communication across cultures. For example, “In communication between Russians and Kazakhs, each needs to be sensitive to differences associated with their respective Eastern European and Asian roots.”


[image: image] The term “intercultural competence” refers to the ability to embody and enact intercultural sensitivity. For example, “Oxana exhibited intercultural competence in responding to Sholpan when she intentionally took their difference in directness into account in such an easy and natural way.”


[image: image] The term “intercultural learning” refers to the acquisition of general (transferable) intercultural competence; that is, competence that can be applied to dealing with cross-cultural contact in general, not just skills useful only for dealing with a particular other culture. For example, “In her study abroad in Germany, Susan not only learned how to argue in a more German than American style, she also learned how to recognize and potentially adapt to a wide range of cultural variation in dealing with differences of opinion.”


[image: image] Sometimes the terms “intercultural” and “cross-cultural” are used interchangeably, particularly by psychologists who are familiar with both the specialties of cross-cultural psychology and intercultural communication. Perhaps because of the prevalence of psychology in training, the term “cross-cultural training” is still common, even when the training is conducted by interculturalists with the stated goal of increasing intercultural communication competence. Cross-cultural psychologists are more likely to use the term “cross-cultural” to refer to a comparison of individual characteristics among cultural contexts; for example, “In a cross-cultural study, ratios of extraversion and introversion were found to be roughly equal in the five cultures examined.” The field of intercultural communication is more likely to focus on the communicative interaction between members of different cultural groups; for example, “Despite personality differences, Japanese patterns of polite restraint were significantly misinterpreted by U.S. Americans as diffidence.” In general, cross-cultural psychology emphasizes individual traits in different cultural contexts, and intercultural communication emphasizes the influence of group normative patterns on human interaction. Despite the fact that there are crossovers from each discipline, this distinction captures an essential difference in focus between the two fields.


Levels of Analysis


Phenomena in general, and human behavior in particular, can be observed at different levels of analysis (Boulding, 1956; von Bertalanffy, 1968). It is important how we handle these levels in intercultural work, since confusion in analysis can lead to incoherence in both research (Hofstede, 2001) and application (Bennett, 2012). For our purposes, it is useful to define three levels of analysis with differing foci: 1) a mid-range where group behavior and worldview are primary; 2) a more micro-level where individual behavior and traits are primary; and 3) a more macro-level where institutional products and systems are primary.


Subjective culture refers to a group level of analysis, where the concern is with normative patterns of behavior spread throughout some defined group, such as a national society, a region, a gender, etc. For instance, people within these (and other) groups cooperate to generate a conversation in which there are some rules about who listens, who talks, how we make eye contact with one another, what kind of reinforcements are given. All of these things are agreements that we have (or that we are creating) about how to have a conversation. The conversation itself is the product of this, but the way in which we are engaged in this conversation is the pattern of behavior. In other words, the focus of group-level analysis is subjective culture — the kind of culture that we carry around with us, or the worldview that guides our group-related experience of the world.


By contrast, an individual level of analysis focuses on individual people and their specific personal characteristics. Of course, people’s behavior is a product of both individual characteristics and the socialization they received in a group. But it is important for intercultural work to not confuse these two levels of analysis. When it does, intercultural communication is conflated with cross-cultural psychology. Cross-cultural psychology tends to focus on individual personality and characteristics in cultural context, while the focus of intercultural communication is on how collective worldviews interact across cultural contexts. Stated differently, intercultural communication is concerned with how people of different cultures jointly make meaning, while the parallel focus of cross-cultural psychology is on the psychodynamics of individuals as they encounter cultural difference. When this important distinction is blurred, the work of both fields becomes less coherent.


The institutional level of analysis focuses on objective culture — the products of collective action such as political, religious, and economic structures. The academic speciality of international relations seeks to understand intergroup relations in terms of the interaction of these institutional structures — particularly their power relations. When groups or individuals are subjected to analysis at the institutional level, the result is usually stated in terms of power; for example, the disenfranchisement of minority individuals through institutional racism or sexism, the relative power and privilege of dominant versus nondominant groups in multicultural societies, or the power of institutional media to generate stereotypical images of people. Mixing the institutional level and group levels of analysis can lead to the reification, or “essentializing,” of subjective culture. When the processes of culture are conflated with the products of culture, the dialectic of worldview and institution is lost, and culture becomes a static thing rather than a dynamic process.


For the reason stated above, interculturalists tend to avoid purely ideological analyses of discourse. When communication behavior is labeled as “Marxist” or “imperialist” or “racist” or “sexist,” the human aspects of that behavior are overshadowed by the reifications of principle. Polarization usually supplants any hope of inclusivity, and further exploration of communication differences is drowned out by the political commotion. This is not to say that the abuse of power is inconsequential to communication. On the contrary, no improvement of intercultural relations is likely to occur in a climate of oppression and disrespect, and interculturalists have a role in changing that climate through their explication and facilitation of interaction. However, the professional work of interculturalists is not primarily ideological (except insofar as any action taken is inherently political, to some degree). Critical social analysis is an important part of political change. But when the question is how to understand and adapt to another culture more successfully, as it is in intercultural communication, purely ideological analyses yield a lot of heat and not much new light.


Historical analyses of cultural behavior are at the same high level of analysis as ideological approaches, and they have some of the same disadvantages. While it might be accurate to note that U.S. American individualism has Calvinistic roots nurtured in a wild frontier and that Chinese collectivism has grown out of Taoism and close-knit agricultural communities, such an observation tells us little about how the values of individualism and collectivism are likely to affect the behavior of an American person with a Chinese person today. Similarly, understanding the history of immigration into the United States, while important for other reasons, is not particularly useful in analyzing the cross-cultural aspects of interethnic communication. In both cases, the immediate behavior and its cultural context may be occluded by a preoccupation with historical causes.


The avoidance of history as an analytical frame does not mean that interculturalists should neglect the subject altogether. People of most cultures feel respected if the person they encounter knows something about the history of their group, and mutual respect is a major goal of intercultural communication. Also, the acknowledgment of history is particularly important if an oppressor/oppressed relationship existed (or continues to exist) between the communication partners. Any disavowal of that history on the part of a dominant culture member is likely to be interpreted as evidence of continuing (albeit possibly unintentional) oppression. For instance, the failure by European Americans to recognize the history of slavery is often seen as racist, and the failure of Japanese people to acknowledge the history of their colonial actions in China may be regarded as cultural chauvinism. Knowledge of history is also important for interpreting those aspects of people’s behavior that are mainly responses to past and present mistreatment. Scottish people, for instance, take particular umbrage at being confused with the English, their historical oppressors. But, while acknowledging historical context, interculturalists usually focus on patterns of behavior in the here and now. Specifically, they analyze the human interaction that is created each time different cultural patterns are brought into contact through personal communication.


Levels of Abstraction


Another crucial idea for intercultural communication is that of level of abstraction. Different levels of abstraction establish boundaries around groupings of varying inclusiveness, which in turn creates various views of unity and diversity. Pan-national ethnic or tribal groupings such as Chinese, Arab, Zulu, or Jewish and geopolitical regions such as Europe or sub-Saharan Africa can be used as cultural descriptions at a high level of abstraction. The cultural patterns of large groupings such as these are very general, and the groups include lots of diversity. At this high level of abstraction we can only point to very general differences between cultures; for instance, we might observe that Western culture tends to be more individualistic and Asian culture more collectivist. While this view diversifies people somewhat from simply being human, it mostly unifies people. For example, people of many different national cultures may experience some feeling of unity in a cultural description of “European.”


At a slightly lower level of abstraction, we can describe national culture. This level of description diversifies groups within large geopolitical regions — for example, ethnic Chinese culture is expressed differently in Taiwan, Hong Kong, Singapore, and the People’s Republic of China — but it also usually constitutes a unifying view of culture. Shared experience within the group (frequently through mass media) generates a commonality that spans specific locations and ethnicities. For instance, despite their significant ethnic and geographical differences, U.S. American people spend more time interacting with other U.S. Americans than they do with any other national group. They certainly spend more time reading U.S. newspapers or watching U.S. television than they do consuming foreign media. This in-group interaction generates a U.S. American experience that is enacted in a particularly American way — something that distinguishes Americans from other national groups and thus provides them with a shared group boundary. This same statement can be made for PRC, Japan, Brazil, and other national groups.


While cultural difference at a high level of abstraction provides a rich base for comparing national cultural behavior, there are significant differences within each national group that are concealed at this level. At a lower level of abstraction, more specific groupings such as ethnic heritage can be described in cultural terms. For instance, in the United States there are people of generally European, African, Asian, Hispanic/Latino, and Native heritage. Ethnicity may describe (1) a cultural identification that differs from nationality or regionality; and/or (2) a heritage culture that continues to influence worldview even after many generations of socialization in different national cultures. And, of course, each ethnic group includes even more diversity. For instance “African American” includes people from many places in Africa and its diaspora, such as the Caribbean, who arrived in America any time from a dozen generations to only one generation ago. (American Indians, of course, were here earlier.) Appropriately, “European American” and the other categories are at this same level of abstraction. More specific references, such as to Italian Americans or Mexican Americans, occur at a lower level of abstraction and should not be mixed with the higher-level generalizations. Care with these levels maintains a “conceptually level playing field” for interethnic relations.


The combining of ethnic or national heritage with nationality will likely become more common in multicultural societies. For instance, along with Arab Israelis and White South Africans there are now Turkish Germans, Albanian Italians, and Russian Kazakhstanis. Other categories of subjective cultural diversity usually include gender, social class, physical ability, sexual orientation, religion, organization, and vocation. The concept can embrace other long-term groupings such as single parents or avid sports fans, as long as the groups maintain the bounded interaction characteristic of an identity group. By definition, individuals do not have different cultures; the term for patterns of individual behavior is “personality.”


It should be noted that ethnicity is a cultural rather than a racial heritage; skin color, eye folds, or other physical characteristics common to one group or another has nothing to do with the way people coordinate their collective action and thus generate cultural patterns. The idea of “race” has been so discredited as a useful descriptor of human beings that the term should be dropped altogether in that context. This is not to say that skin color and other physical characteristics are irrelevant to human communication; on the contrary, systematic prejudice based on race, gender, and other characteristics is distressingly common. However, these issues are appropriately addressed through critical analysis and social action.


Conceptual Focus


Constructivist Communication


The most basic theoretical concept in a constructivist approach to intercultural communication is that experience (including cross-cultural experience) is constructed. This is the central tenet of cognitive constructivism (e.g., Brown, 1972; Kelly, 1963; von Foerster, 1984), which holds that we do not perceive events directly. Rather, our experience of events is built up through templates, or sets of categories, that we use to organize our perception of phenomena. Paraphrasing George Kelly (1963), we do not have any particular experience by being in the vicinity of events when they occur; rather, our experience is a matter of how we construe those events. So, for instance, an American person who happens to be in the vicinity of a Chinese event may not have anything like a Chinese experience of that event, if he or she does not have any Chinese categories with which to construct that experience. Instead, he or she will have an ethnocentric experience, meaning that one’s own culture is the only basis for perceiving events.


A related concept in communication theory is the constructivist idea of cognitive complexity (e.g., Delia, Crockett, & Gonyea, 1970; Goertzel, n.d.; Loevinger, 1979, Loevinger & Wessler, 1970). More cognitively complex individuals are able to organize their perceptions of events into more differentiated categories. Or, stated differently, more cognitively complex people can make finer discriminations among phenomena in a particular domain. For instance, a wine connoisseur may be able to taste the difference between two vintages of the same variety of red wine, while a lay drinker may only be able to differentiate red wine from white wine. Similarly, people who are more interculturally sensitive have a more developed set of categories for making discriminations among cultures. So a sophisticated sojourner can observe subtle differences in nonverbal behavior or communication style, while a naïve traveler may only notice differences in the money, the food, or the toilets. As categories for cultural difference become more complex and sophisticated, perception becomes more interculturally sensitive.


How is the complexity of perception related to the effective or successful behavior associated with intercultural competence? Studies in communicative constructivism (e.g., Applegate & Sypher, 1988; Delia, 1987) show that people who are more cognitively complex are also more able to be “person centered” and “perspective taking” in their communication (although they may not always exercise the ability). These qualities are associated with more successful interpersonal communication. More successful intercultural communication similarly involves being able to see a culturally different person as equally complex to one’s self (person-centered) and being able to take a culturally different perspective. Thus, greater intercultural sensitivity creates the potential for increased intercultural competence.


Embodied Experience


The purpose of perspective taking is not simply to acquire a different perspective — it is to generate an alternative experience. Individuals who have received largely monocultural socialization normally have access only to their own cultural worldview, so they are unable to view the world in a way that would generate a different experience. As people become more sensitive to cultural difference, they can gain the ability to create an alternative experience that more or less matches that of people in another culture, and thus attain the ability to empathize, adapt, and communicate effectively in the other cultural context.


Following this idea, the major impediment to intercultural communication is ethnocentrism — experiencing our own cultural context as most “real” and therefore most human and most correct (Bennett, 2004). The most fundamental fact of ethnocentrism is that things simply “feel right” in one’s own culture. To counter ethnocentrism with cultural self-awareness, it is insufficient to merely know the values and common patterns of behavior of one’s own culture. It is also necessary to become sensitive to the feeling of appropriateness that accompanies those patterns (M. Bennett & Castiglioni, 2004).


For instance, a Chinese person might be aware that Italy has a culture that is different in many respects from that of PRC and be able to recognize behavior as more Chinese or more Italian. The Chinese person might also be quite knowledgeable about Italian culture, typically its objective culture such as art, architecture, and historical record. She might even be knowledgeable about Italian subjective culture and be able to analyze cultural differences in communication style or values. Yet this same person could lack a feeling for Italian culture. As such, the Chinese person would be limited in the depth of her understanding of Italians and in her ability to adapt to the culture because she could not really experience things in an Italian way.


The term “feeling” refers both to actual physical sensations and, metaphorically, to having an intuitive grasp of a situation — for instance, “She has a feeling for physics” or “He has a feeling for how the group wants to proceed.” In terms of culture, this kind of feeling is associated with sensing the appropriateness of certain behavior — exactly how long and low the bow should be to greet this person, exactly when the appropriate moment is to take leave after a hosted dinner, or whether to apologize for a minor slight. While this intuitive feeling of culture is built on sensory feeling, it resides more at the interface between physical sensation and conscious awareness — what we will refer to as embodied feeling.


While there is plenty of intellectual material in this book and a strong emphasis on cognitive understanding, we should keep in mind that understanding is not the end in itself — not understanding theory, nor understanding technique, nor even understanding other cultures. The purpose of understanding is to get the feeling for something, and thus to enable a different experience. Ideally, by understanding intercultural theory and practice, readers of this book will be more able to have intercultural experiences themselves and to facilitate others in acquiring those experiences. Then, and only then, can we truly consider ourselves capable of exercising and teaching intercultural competence.





2
Intercultural Epistemology and Paradigmatic Confusion



The purpose of this chapter is to show that the field of intercultural relations is largely built on relativist and constructivist epistemology. It will consider how “paradigmatic confusion” occurs when incompatible epistemological assumptions are inadvertently mixed in explanations and practice. Paradigmatic confusion is particularly troublesome for intercultural relations, because the field relies on “theory into practice” as its criterion for conceptual relevance. If the paradigm underlying a practice is different than that of the outcome claimed for the practice, both the credibility of the concept and the effectiveness of the method suffer.


Positivism and the Hierarchy of Civilization


Newtonian Paradigm


In physics, Sir Isaac Newton (1642–1727) is credited with formalizing the scientific worldview (Briggs & Peat, 1984). By stating clearly that phenomena are governed by “laws of nature” (e.g., the behavior of apples and the law of gravity), he broke with a prescientific worldview pervaded by capricious spirits. The two major tenets of the Newtonian paradigm are: (1) linear causality and (2) objective observation. Linear causality means that causes and their results run in one direction through time — a necessary assumption for prediction and control of events. Objective observation means that an observer is outside the event being observed, and that all observers of similar competence will observe the same events.


The Newtonian paradigm also became the template for social science. Newton likened the universe to a great clock with movements that would be absolutely predictable given sufficient knowledge of the mechanism. All traditional science, including social science, follows this model of linear causality. In the physical world, energy acts upon matter, causing a predictable physical effect. In the social world, forces associated with social (or psychic) events impinge on groups and individuals so as to cause social effects to occur. Just as the physical world can be manipulated by causal factors that apply energy in particular ways, so by extension the social world can be manipulated by causal agents who generate particular social forces. By studying the correlations of cause and effect, one can exercise control of certain causes so as to generate predictable effects.


Auguste Comte (1798–1857) formalized this epistemological position as “positivism.” Building on and limiting ideas from Aristotle and incorporating some of the then-heretical thinking of Francis Bacon (1561–1626) and the formalization of empiricism accomplished by Newton, Comte held that all metaphysical speculation is invalid and the only appropriate objects and criteria of human knowledge are data from sense experience. Considerations of the human condition had theretofore been mainly religious, spiritual, and philosophic in nature. But with the tools of Newtonian physics it was possible to objectify the human condition and study it as one would any other object in the world — in terms of causes and effects, prediction and control, at both the micro (individual) and macro (institutional) levels. While Newton focused his attention on the physical world, Comte extended the idea of axiomatic scientific thinking to the study of all phenomena, including social relations. As such, he is often considered to be the father of sociology. Sociology focuses on the correlation of social variables with social outcomes, with an eye to enabling agents to more predictably control social processes, as Comte argued they should.


Of particular note for intercultural relations is the teleological implication of positivism. Despite its insistence on only describing empirical phenomena, positivism implies that there is an underlying ideal reality that is being imperfectly described. In the physical world, this ideal state is traditionally that of equilibrium. By metaphorical extension, the ideal social world was one in which a “natural” hierarchical order prevailed. Social control could then be defined as removing obstacles to the fulfillment of this natural state, an activity pursued by Karl Marx and Adolf Hitler, among others. This assumed inherent hierarchical nature of social reality justified colonialism, excused slavery, spawned eugenics, and generally supported the ethnocentric parochialism of those who defined both the system and their own superiority within it.
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Figure 1: The Hierarchy of Civilization


Probably because of its association with the kinds of events described above, the label “positivist” and related descriptors such as “social Darwinism” are not overtly claimed by social scientists. Nevertheless, echoes of the original positivist application of Newtonian science continue to sound in social studies. The following sections describe some of these paradigmatic implications for intercultural theory and practice.


Implications of Positivism for Intercultural Theory


There are three rather dismal implications of positivism for the idea of “culture” itself. One is that culture is the kind of metaphysical speculation that is precluded from study. From a purely positivist perspective, we can only describe behavior — we cannot speculate on the patterns of such behavior that might be shared by groups of interacting individuals. Patterns do not exist outside of our observation, and therefore they are simply epiphenomenal to our observation of the behavior itself. This view of course rejects the idea of culture altogether.


The second dismal theoretical implication of positivism is the polar opposite of the first. When “culture” is described in positivist ways, it is reified or essentialized. In the classic constructivist sociology text, The Social Construction of Reality, Berger and Luckmann (1967) put it this way:


Reification is the apprehension of human phenomena as if they were things, that is, in non-human or possibly suprahuman terms … Reification implies that men (human beings) are capable of forgetting their own authorship of the human world, and further, that the dialectic between man, the producer, and his products is lost to consciousness … Man, the producer of a world, is apprehended as its product, and human activity as an epiphenomenon of non-human processes … That is, man is capable paradoxically of producing a reality that denies him. (p. 89)


This kind of reification is the natural concomitant of a positivist epistemology. Positivism carries the assumption that things exist aside from their description — that there is an objective world that exists independently from our observation of it. Much of social science continues to assume that social phenomena can be discovered and classified in definite and enduring ways. Cross-cultural classification schemes such as those of Geert Hofstede (2001) or Fons Trompenaars (1993), however they might have been intended, are frequently used in this way.


Like other social sciences, intercultural relations too often falls into naïve reifications of “culture” that emerge from our unconscious acceptance of a positivist epistemology. For instance, the popular iceberg metaphor presents “explicit culture” as visible above the waterline, while “implicit culture” lurks dangerously out of view underwater. The metaphor is a positivist reification of culture, and it supports the idea that knowledge of implicit culture is the key to circumnavigating its hidden obstacles.


The third dismal implication of positivism for intercultural theory is epitomized by cross-cultural studies that focus on how cultural context does or does not affect the manifestation of certain psychological variables, with the goal of finding those variables that are the most “universal” — that is, the variables that are least affected by culture. These studies are positivist at two levels; in their methodology they reify culture, and in their goals they reify psychological processes. By making culture an independent variable, researchers must specify the parameters of the “cultural context” in which the dependent variable will be measured. In doing so, they treat descriptions such as self-reports of “cultural values” or “cultural identification” as indicative of a reality existing outside of the reporter’s consciousness. Second (and paradoxically), these studies often have the goal of discovering universal psychological processes that are unaffected by cultural context. So, having reified culture to create the independent variable, they try to show that the dependent variable (a psychological process such as “tolerance of ambiguity”) is not, in fact, dependent on cultural context.


An example of the search for transcultural absolutes occurs in some of the work of the cross-cultural psychologist John Berry (2004). While he argues that studies should look for both similarities and differences across cultures, and that basic psychological processes are likely to manifest differently in different cultural contexts, he nevertheless makes the basic positivist assumption that a reality exists independently of our description of it:


A working assumption of this chapter is that such “universal laws” of human behavior can be approached even though they may not be fully reached. That is, I believe that we may eventually discover the underlying psychological processes that are characteristic of the species, homo sapiens, as a whole. (Berry, 2004, p. 167)


Implications of Positivism for Intercultural Practice


Since positivism specializes in description, it implies for the practice of intercultural relations that descriptive knowledge alone is sufficient for success in intercultural encounters. This is the basis of the many “area studies” orientation programs and websites that purport to teach people how to get along in other cultures by giving them information about the institutions, customs, and mores of the “target” culture. Sometimes this information is even about subjective culture, such as information about nonverbal behavior, communication style, or cultural values. While such information may be a useful concomitant of intercultural competence, it does not in itself constitute competence. One must know what to do with the information to make it useful. For instance, a medical doctor who has all the latest information about cancer is not necessarily able to perform a successful cancer surgery. In every other arena, we are used to the idea that knowledge is only useful in a more general context of competence. Perhaps it is a special characteristic of ethnocentrism that people often cannot imagine that crossing cultures might demand competence, and so they think information will suffice.


Perhaps in an attempt to augment simple information, many practitioners add a behavioral dimension in the form of lists of “dos and don’ts” or “tips for success” in the target culture. These lists tend to treat intercultural communication as an exercise in etiquette, which trivializes both the profound experience of cultural reality and the sensitivity necessary to apprehend an alternative experience. This positivist approach to intercultural communication may be strongly requested by clients, making its avoidance difficult even for trainers who know better.


A more sophisticated example of a positivist learning technique commonly used in intercultural training is that of the “cultural assimilator” (Albert, 1995; Brislin et al., 1986; Triandis, 1995). Respondents are presented with a short description of an incident demanding some interpretation or action, and then they are given several choices of response. Some of the responses are ethnocentric, in the sense that they project the respondent’s own (assumed) culture into the event. Some are stereotypical, and one response is “best.” In other words, respondents are reinforced for recognizing the correct response, similar to a multiple-choice exam. The cultural assimilator has been shown to be an effective tool for teaching about culture, and some correlation between performance on an assimilator and certain aspects of cultural adjustment has been shown (Cushner, 1989).


Not surprisingly, the cultural assimilator is popular mainly with cross-cultural psychologists and has been less accepted by communication-based interculturalists. While the interculturalists might not be able to conceptualize it this way, perhaps they are reacting to the paradigmatic confusion represented by the technique. The claim made for the assimilator is that it trains people to be more adaptive to cultural differences. This goal emerges from either a systems paradigm, with its assumption of interaction within systems, or from a constructivist paradigm, with its assumption of constructing alternative experiences. There is nothing in a positivist paradigm to suggest the possibility of cultural adaptation. While there is a behaviorist learning theory that translates into the practice of stimulus/response learning sets (such as found in the cultural assimilator), that theory does not suggest that people can become accomplished at intentionally adapting their behavior. At best, the techniques that derive from a positivist paradigm allow for learning to assimilate to a new culture. More likely, the techniques are simply adequate for learning about cultures without any necessary relationship to how one adapts to a different culture.


Relativism and Cultural Systems


Einsteinian Paradigm


Albert Einstein’s assumption of relativity overturned the Cartesian/Newtonian notion of an objective observer. In Einstein’s view, any observation is necessarily restricted by our “frame of reference,” specifically, to how we are moving relative to the rest of the universe. All understanding must occur relative to the context of both the observer and the observed. This frame of reference became formalized as systems theory, where elements of the system behaved according to mutual causality (Watzlawick, 1967). Behavior in such systems occurred from within the system rather than being caused by an outside force. Thus, when the Nobel Prize winner Ilya Prigogine described complex, self-organizing living systems as “far from equilibrium systems” he was departing sharply from this traditional scientific view that defined equilibrium as the natural condition of things (Prigogine & Glansdorff, 1971).


In the humanistic application of relativism, postmodernists of the Frankfurt (e.g., Theodor Adorno) and French (e.g., Jean-François Lyotard) schools reject the assumption of objectivity, replacing it with a very Einsteinian assumption of relativity. In its post-structural social form, the assumption of relativity has acquired its own load of reification. One’s frame of reference is often taken as a kind of perceptual prison from which there is no experiential escape. After an acknowledgement of our differing worldviews, there is nothing much more to be done, except perhaps to decry the efforts of the more powerful to impose their worldview on the less powerful. The tyranny of absolutism is exchanged for the rigidity of relativism.


Implications of Relativism for Intercultural Theory


On the cusp of the Einsteinian paradigm shift, Franz Boas (1896) delivered a devastating critique of his fellow anthropologists for their adherence to positivism. By comparing cultures to an assumed absolute standard of civilization (as defined by Western anthropologists), a hierarchy of cultures had been created, from “savage” to “civilized” (see Figure 1). Colonialists and other cultural imperialists were using this idea and the mistaken notion of “social Darwinism” to fuel their assumption of cultural superiority. Boas pointed out the ethnocentrism of this stance and argued that cultures could only be understood in their own terms — a position that became known as cultural relativism (see Figure 2). Ethnographies according to this principle were famously developed by his students Margaret Mead (1928) and Ruth Benedict (1934), among many others who explicated the idea of a culturally contexted worldview.
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Figure 2: Cultural Relativism


The initial applications of cultural relativism and cultural worldview were unyielding in their purity. To really understand another culture, one needed to drop all preconceived notions and describe with absolute neutrality the worldview of the culture under consideration with no reference to concepts outside that worldview. The difficulty, if not impossibility, of this requirement led anthropologists to modify the principle in practice. For instance, Ruth Benedict (1934) combined the idea of cultural relativism with the idea of cultural patterns — an imposition of an outside concept (since people indigenous to a worldview usually do not perceive their behavior as part of a pattern). But the main problem with pure cultural relativism was that it precluded intercultural communication. For communication across cultural contexts to occur, people would need to be able to shift rather casually from their own cultural perspective to that of another culture. The idea of cultures as discrete and incomparable contexts made such a shift impossible. Even with the practical modification that allowed some comparison of cultural patterns, the idea of using those comparisons for communication purposes was originally unthinkable.


Soon after the introduction of cultural relativity to anthropology, some linguists began to apply the concept to language. At the time, language was viewed mainly as a tool — a method humans use to indicate the objects and ideas of their physical and social world. In this view, languages are sets of words tied together by rules, and learning a foreign or second language is the simple (but tedious) process of substituting words and rules to get the same meaning with a different tool. Linguistic relativism added the idea that, in addition to being a tool, language is a “system of representation” for perception and thinking. This function of language provides us with verbal categories and prototypes that guide our formation of concepts and categorization of objects; it directs how we experience reality. It is this “reality organizing” aspect of language that engages interculturalists.
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