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Intercultural
Communication:
A Current Perspective

Milton J. Bennett

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, expatri-
ates, and the occasional international traveler. Today, living in
multicultural societies within a global village, we all face the ques-
tion every day. We now realize that issues of intercultural under-
standing are embedded in other complex questions: What kind
of communication is needed by a pluralistic society to be both
culturally diverse and unified in common goals? How does com-
munication contribute to creating a climate of respect, not just
tolerance, for diversity? The new vision and innovative compe-
tencies we bring to this changing world will determine the an-
swer to another question about the global village posed by Dean
Barnlund: “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?"

Dealing with Difference

| If we look to our species’ primate past and to our more recent
history of dealing with cultural difference, there is little reason to
be sanguine. Our initial response to difference is usually to avoid
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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. lwonder 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 often is a fight.

Historically, if we were unsuccessful in avoiding different
people, we tried to convert them. Political, economic, and reli-
gious missionaries sought out opportunities to impose their own
Beliefs on others. The thinking seemed to be, “If only 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 this century in the United States. It is difficult for many

people to believe that any understanding at all is possible unless

people have become similar to one another.

When we could not avoid or convert people who were differ-
ent from ourselves, we killed them. Examples of genocide are
not so very far away from us, either in time or distance, and indi-
vidual 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 miser-
able 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 intercul-
tural communication. Yet this emphasis on difference departs
from the common approaches to communication and relation-
ships based within a single culture.

Monocultural communication is similarity-based. Common

language, behavior patterns, and values form the base upon which

members of the culture exchange meaning with one another in

conducting their daily affairs. These similarities generally allow
people to predict the responses of others to certain kinds of mes-

sages and to take for granted some basic shared assumptions-
about the nature of reality. In monocultural communication, dif-

ference represents the potential for misunderstanding and fric-
tion. 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, cultures are different in their languages,
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behavior patterns, and values. So an attempt to use one's self as
a predictor of shared assumptions and responses to messages is
unlikely to work.2 Because cultures embody such variety in pat-
terns of perception and behavior, approaches to communication
in cross-cultural situations guard against inappropriate assump-
tions of similarity and encourage the consideration of difference.
In other words, the intercultural communication approach is dif-
ference-based .’

Upper-Case Culture and Lower-Case culture

When people anticipate doing something cultural of an evening,
their thoughts tutn to art, literature, drama, classical music, or
dance. In other words, they plan to participate in one of the insti-
tutions of culture—behavior that has become routinized into a
particular form. [ refer to this aspect of culture as “Culture writ
large,” with a capital “C.” The more academic term that is used
by most writers is objective culture.® Other examples of objective
culture might include social, economic, political, and linguistic
systems—the kinds of things that usually are included in area
studies or history courses. The study of these institutions consti-
tutes much of the curriculum in both international and
multicultural education. For instance, courses in Japanese cul-
ture or African American culture are likely to focus on the his-
tory, political structure, and arts of the groups. While this is valu-
able information, it is limited in its utility to the face-to-face con-
cerns of intercultural communication. One can know a lot about
the history of a culture and still not be able to communicate with
an actual person from that culture. Understanding objective cul-
ture may create knowledge, but it doesn't necessarily generate
competence.

The less obvious aspect of culture is its subjective side—what
we can call “culture writ small.” Subjective culture refers to the
psychological features that define a group of people—their ev-
eryday thinking and behavior—rather than to the institutions they
have created. A good working definition of subjective culture is
the learned and shared patterns of beliefs, behaviors, and values of
groups of interacting people. Understanding subjective cultures—
one’s own and others'—is more likely to lead to intercultural com-
petence.

Of course, social reality is constructed of both large and small
“c* aspects of culture; people learn how to behave through so-
cialization into the institutions of the culture, which leads them
to behave in ways that perpetuate those same institutions.® As
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noted above, traditional international and multicultural educa-
tion tends to focus only on the objective mode of this process; in
contrast, intercultural communication focuses almost exclusively
on the subjective mode. For instance, interculturalists are con-
cerned with language use in cross-cultural relationships, rather
than in linguistic structure. They study how language is modified
or supplanted by culturally defined nonverbal behavior, how cul-
tural patterns of thinking are expressed in particular communi-
cation styles, and how reality is defined and judged through cul-
tural assumptions and values. In the following pages, examples in
each of these areas will illustrate how understanding subjective
culture can aid in the development of skills in cultural adapta-
tion and intercultural communication.

Levels of Culture

The definition of subjective culture also provides a base for de-
fining “diversity” in a way that includes both international and
domestic cultures at different levels of abstraction. National groups
such as Japanese, Mexican, and U.S. American and pan-national
ethnic groups such as Arab and Zulu are cultures at a high level
of abstraction—the qualities that adhere to most (but not all)
members of the culture are very general, and the group includes
a lot of diversity. At this level of abstraction we can only point to
general differences in patterns of thinking and behaving between
cultures. For instance, we might observe that U.S. American cul-
ture is more characterized by individualism than is Japanese cul-
ture, which is more collectivist.

Analysis at a high level of abstraction provides a view of the

“unifying force” of culture. The very existence of interaction, even
through media, generates a commonality that spans individuals
and ethnicities. For instance, despite their significant individual
and ethnic differences, Mexicans spend more time interacting
with other Mexicans than they do with Japanese. They certainly
spend more time reading Mexican newspapers and watching
Mexican television than they do consuming Japanese media. This
fact generates Mexican “national character—something that dis-
tinguishes Mexicans from Japanese {and from other Latin Ameri-
cans as well). :
U.S. Americans are particularly resistant to recognizing their
national culture. Despite the fact that nearly everyone else in the
world immediately recognizes them as Americans, many of them:
still insist on labeling themselves as “just individuals” or “a mix-
ture of cultures.” Of course, the very commonality of this ten-
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dency is an example of U.S. American national culture; no other
people in the world but U.S. Americans are so quick to disavow
their cultural affiliation. This is probably a manifestation of the
individualism that is generally attibuted to U.S. Americans.¢ What-
ever the reason, it is perilous for U.S. Americans to fail to see the
cultural force that unifies them. It leads them to see ethnic and
other cultural differences as more of a threat to national unity
than they are.

while cultural difference at a high level of abstraction pro-
vides a rich base for analyzing national cultural behavior, there
are significant group and individual differences within each na-
tional group that are concealed at this level. These differences
provide a diversifying force that balances the unifying force of
national culture. :

At a lower level of abstraction, more specific groups such as
ethnicities can be described in cultural terms.” In the United States,
some of these groups are African American, Asian American,
American Indian, Hispanic/Latino American, and European
American. People in these groups may share many of the broad
national culture patterns while differing significantly in the more
specific patterns of their respective ethnicities.® It should be noted
that in terms of subjective culture, ethnicity is a cultural rather
than a genetic heritage; dark skin and other Negroid features
may make one “black,” but that person has not necessarily expe-
rienced African American enculturation. Most black people in
the world are not American in any sense. Similarly, “whites” are
not necessarily European American, although in the United States
it is difficult for them to escape being socialized in the patterns
that are currently dominant in U.S. American society.

Other categories of subjective cultural diversity usually in-
clude gender, regionality, socioeconomic class, physical ability,
sexual orientation, religion, organization, and vocation. The con-
cept can embrace other long-term groupings such as single par-
ents or avid sports fans, as long as the groups maintain the clear
patterns of behavior and thinking of an “identity group.” By defi-
nition, individuals do not have different cuitures; the term for
patterns of individual behavior is “personality.”

Stereotypes and Generalizations

- Whenever the topic of cultural difference is discussed, the allega-

tion of stereotyping usually is not far behind. For instance, if cul-
tural patterns of men and women are being compared, someone
may well offer that she is a woman and doesn’t act that way at all.
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" Stereotypes arise when we act as if all members of a culture
or group share the same characteristics. Stereotypes can be at-
tached to any assumed indicator of group membership, such as
race, religion, ethnicity, age, or gender, as well as national cul-
ture. The characteristics that are assumedly shared by members
of the group may be respected by the observer, in which case it is
a positive stereotype. In the more likely case that the characteris-

tics are disrespected, it is a negative stereotype. Stereotypes of

both kinds are problematic in intercultural communication for

several obvious reasons. One is that they may give us a false

sense of understanding our communication partners. Whether
the stereotype is positive or negative, it is usually only partially
correct. Additionally, stereotypes may become self-fulfilling
prophecies, where we observe others in selective ways that con-
firm our prejudice. :
Despite the problems with stereotypes, it is necessary in in-
tercultural communication to make cultural generalizations. With-
out any kind of supposition or hypothesis about the cultural dif-
fererces we may encounter in an intercultural situation, we may
fall prey to naive individualism, where we assume that every
person is acting in some completely unique way. Or we may rely
inordinately on “common sense” to direct our communication
behavior. Common sense is, of course, common only to a par-
ticular culture. Its application ottside of one’s own culture is usu-
ally ethnocentric. '
Cultural generalizations can be made while avoiding stereo-
types by maintaining the idea of preponderance of belief.*° Nearly
all possible beliefs are represented in all cultures at all times, but
each different culture has a preference for some beliefs over oth-
ers.'' The description of this preference, derived from large-group
research, is a cultural generalization. Of course, individuals can
be found in any culture who hold beliefs similar to people in a
different culture. There just aren’t so many of them—they don't
represent the preponderance of people who hold beliefs closer.
to the norm or “central tendency” of the group. As a specific ex-
ample (see Figure 1), we may note that despite the accurate cul-
tural generalization that U.S. Americans are more individualistic
and Japanese are more group-oriented, there are U.S. Americans
who are every bit as group-oriented as any Japanese, and there

are Japanese who are as individualistic as any U.S. American.

However, these relatively few people are closer to the fringe of
their respective cultures. They are, in the neutral sociologica
sense of the term, “deviant.”
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Figure 1. Generalization Distributions
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Deductive stereotypes occur when we assume that abstract
cultural generalizations apply to every single individual in the
culture. While it is appropriate to generalize that U.S. Americans
as a group are more individualistic than Japanese, it is stereotyp-
ing to assume that every American is strongly individualistic; the
person with whom you are communicating may be a deviant.
Cultural gengralizations should be used tentatively as working
hypotheses that need to be tested in each case; sometimes they
work very well, sometimes they need to be modified, and some-
times they don’t apply to the particular case at all. The ideaisto
derive the benefit of recognizing cultural patterns without expe-
riencing too much “hardening of the categories.”

Generalizing from too small a sample may generate an in-
ductive stereotype. For example, we may inappropriately assume
some general knowledge about Mexican culture based on hav-
ing met one or a few Mexicans. This assumption is particularly
troublesome, since initial cross-cultural contacts may often be
conducted by people who are deviant in their own cultures. ("Typi-
cal” members of the culture would more likely associate only
with their cultural compatriots—that's how they stay typical.) So
generalizing cultural patterns from any one person’s behavior
(including your own) in cross-cultural contact is likely to be both
stereotypical and inaccurate.

Another form of inductive stereotype is derived from what

* carlos E. Cortés calls the “social curricutum.” He notes that school-

children report knowing a lot about Gypsies, even though few of
the children have ever met even one member of that culture.
According to Cortés’ research, the knowledge was gained from
old horror movies!2 Through media of all kinds we are besieged
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with images of “cultural” behavior: African Americans perform-
ing hip-hop or bringing warmth to medical practice; Hispanic
Americans picking crops or exhibiting savvy in the courtroom;
European Americans burning crosses or exercising altruism to-
ward the homeless. When we generalize from any of these im-
ages, we are probably creating stereotypes. Media images are
chosen not for their typicality, but for their unusualness. So, as
with initial cross-cultural contacts, we need to look beyond the
immediate image to the cultural patterns that can only be ascer-
tained through research.

Assumptions of an Intercultural Communication
Perspective '

Beyond its emphasis on cultural difference, intercultural com-

munication is based on some assumptions that both identify it

with and distinguish it from other social sciences.

Analysis of Personal Interaction _

Like interpersonal communication, intercultural communication
focuses on face-to-face (or at least person-to-persony interac-
tion among human beings. For this kind of communication to
occur, each participant must perceive him- or herself being per-
ceived by others. That is, all participants must see themselves as
potentially engaged in communication and capable of giving and
receiving feedback. This assumption allows us to understand why
interculturalists are not particularly focused on mass media. Even
though the issues of international satellite broadcasting and cul-
ture-specific cable productions are fascinating, they are essen-
tially one-way events. However, individual, mediated communi-
cation such as faxing, e-mailing, and Internet chat room dialogue
does fit the definition of person-to-person communication.

It is surprising to some that intercultural communication does
not often generate comprehensive descriptions of culture, or eth-
nographies. While such descriptions are crucial for any cross-
cultural study, they do not in themselves constitute cases of cross-
cultural interaction. An intercultural perspective leads research-
ers to hypothesize, given some difference in the described cul-
tures, how members of the cultures might interact. :

Another useful distinction in this context is that between cui-
tural interaction and cultural comparison. When social science

studies deal with culture at all, they frequently compare one as- .

pect of a culture to a similar phenomenon in another. For in-
stance, psychologists might compare how Northern European
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depth perception differs from that of Amazonian Indians. Or
sociolinguists might analyze the differences in ritual greeting
between European Americans and African Americans, While in-
terculturalists use these kinds of comparisons for their knowl-
edge base, they focus less on the differences themselves and more
on how the differences are likely to affect face-to-face interaction.

This emphasis on interaction does not mean that intercultur-
alists neglect knowledge about specific cultures. On the contrary,
it is considered a prerequisite for interculturalists to have expert
knowledge of at least their own cultures {an often-neglected skill
in other academic fields). Most interculturalists are particularly
knowledgeable about one or more cultures in addition to their
own.

Culture-Specific and Culture-General Approaches

Interaction analysis and skill development can be undertaken at
two levels. At the culture-specific level, differences between two
particular cultures are assessed for their likely impact on com-
munication between people of those cultures. For instance, the
generalization that Hispanic American patterns of cross-status
communication differ from the more egalitarian patterns of Eu-
ropean Americans'® could be analyzed for its possible effect on
interaction between employees and managers from the two cul-
tures. Training in alternative cross-status communication styles
could then help members of both cultures appreciate and deal
more effectively with each other in the workplace. This approach,
based on specific ethnographies, is an intercultural form of “emic”
cultural analysis."

Culture-general approaches to interaction describe general
cultural contrasts that are applicable in many cross-cultural situ-
ations. For instance, Edward T. Hall’s definition of high-context
and low-context cultures's is a culture-general contrast that sug-
gests a source of miscommunication among many diverse cul-
tures. Similarly, culture-general skills are communication com-
petencies that would be useful in any cross-cultural situation.
They usually include cultural self-awareness, nonevaluative per-
ception, cultural adaptation strategies, and cross-cultural empa-
thy. This approach, based on more abstract categories and gen-
eralizable skills, is the intercultural equivalent of “etic” cultural
analysis.'®

Emphasis on Process and the Development of Competence

The process of communication can be thought of as the mutual
creation of meaning—the verbal and nonverbal behavior of com-
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municating and the interpretations that are made of that behav-
lor. The meaning itseif, whatever it is, can be called the content
of the communication. Everyday communication mainly stresses
content, while studies of communication tend to emphasize the
process and give less attention to the content. This is particularly
true for intercultural communication, where apparently familiar
or understandable content may mask radically different cultural
processes.

Another implication of this assumption is that knowledge of
content does not automatically translate into mastery of process.
[ have already noted that knowledge about objective cultural in-
stitutions does not necessarily yield competence in communicat-
ing with the people whose behavior maintains those institutions.
Even knowledge about subjective cultural contrasts, while more
directly applicable to communication, is still not sufficient in itself
for intercultural competence. Specific knowledge of subjective
culture needs to be framed in culture-general categories and
coupled with an understanding of both the general and specific
intercultural processes involved. A knowledge of the differences
between U.S. American and Japanese decision-making styles is
not, in itself, particularly useful. It needs to be framed in more
general vaiue contrasts (¢.g., individualism and collectivism), linked
with an understanding of how individualists and collectivists gen-
erally misconstrue each other’s behavior, joined by an awareness
of how those misunderstandings manifest themselves in dysfunc-
tional communication patterns (e.g., negative spirals), and finally
applied to avoiding negative spirals and other miscommunication
in an actual joint decision-making effort.

Focus on Humanistic Phenomena

Most approaches to intercultural communication (and commu-
nication in general) treat it as a purely human phenomenon, not,
for instance, as an expression of a divine plan. Any assumption
of transcendental guidance to communication immediately runs
afoul of cultural differences in religious beliefs, And if one be-
lieves that his or her communication style is dictated by a divine
authority, adapting that style to a different cultural context will
be difficult at best. Interculturalists generally leave questions of
supernatural order to contexts where improving communication
is not the goal. '

In a similar vein, interculturalists tend to avoid purely ideo-
logical analyses of discourse. When communication behavior is
labeled as “Marxist,” or “imperialist,” or “racist,” or “sexist,” the
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human aspects of that behavior are overshadowed by the
reifications of principle. Polarization usually supplants any hope
of inclusivity, and further exploration of communication differ-
ences is drowned out by the political commotion.'”

I do not mean to say here that the abuse of power is inconse-
quential 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, |
do, however, mean to suggest that the professional work of in-
terculturalists is not primarily ideological (except insofar as any
action taken is inherently political, to some degree). Critical so-
cial 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 little light and much heat.

Historical analyses of cultural behavior have some of the same
disadvantages as ideological approaches. While it might be ac-
curate to note that U.S. American individualism has Calvinistic
roots nurtured in a wild frontier and that Japanese collectivism
has grown out of Shintoism and close-knit agricultural commu-
nities, 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 Japanese 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 communica-
tion. In both cases, the immediate behavior and its cultural con-
text may be occluded by a preoccupation with historical causes.

The avoidance of history as an analytical frame does not mean
that interculturalists neglect the subject altogether. People of most
cultures feel respected if the person they encounter knows some-
thing 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 re-
lationship existed (or continues to exist) between the communi-
cation 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 in-
stance, the failure by European Americans to recognize the his-
tory of slavery or of American Indian genocide in the United States
is often seen as racist. A knowledge of history is also important for
interpreting those aspects of people’s behavior that mainly are
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responses to past and present mistreatment. Scottish people, for
instance, take particular umbrage at being confused with the En-
glish, their historical oppressors. But, while acknowledging his-
torical context, interculturalists usually focus on patterns of be-
havior in the here and now. Specifically, they analyze the human
interaction that is created each time different cultural patterns
are brought into contact through face-to-face communication.

Another aspect of humanism is its assumption of personal
and cultural relativity. This means that behavior and values must
be understood both in terms of the uniqueness of each person
and in terms of the culture of that person. Absolute judgments
about the goodness or badness of behavior and values are
avoided, as far as communication is concerned. Interculturalists
generally consider that evaluations of culturally different behav-
ior are likely to be ethnocentric and that in any case they inter-
fere with the communication necessary to become informed
about the worldview context in which the behavior must be in-
terpreted. In the simplest terms, cultural relativity is a commit-
ment to understanding all events in cultural context, including
how the event is likely to be evaluated in that context.

It is important to hote here that cultural relativity is not the
same as ethical relativity. The end result of understanding events
in cultural context is not “...whatever.” Like most other people,
interculturalists are both professionally and personally commit-
ted to ethical positions. They may be, however, particularly con-
cerned that their ethical commitments are not based on ethno-
centric absolutes.'® :

Intercultural Communication Processes

For the rest of this chapter, processes and skills of intercultural
communication will be reviewed. In this section, the review will
be restricted to communication process. In the following sec-
tions, applications of these concepts to culture-general issues of
intercultural adaptation and sensitivity will be considered.

Language and the Relativity of Experience :

Many students (and some teachers) view language onlyas a com-
munication tool—a method humans use to indicate the objects
and ideas of their physical and social world. In this view, lan-
guages 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.
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Language does serve as a tool for communication, but in ad-
dition it is a “system of representation” for perception and think-
ing. This function of language provides us with verbal categories
and prototypes that guide our formation of concepts and catego-
rization of objects; it directs how we experience reality.*? It is this
“1l'geatlity-organizing” aspect of language that engages intercultur-
alists.

A memorable statement of how language organizes and rep-
resents cultural experience is now known as the Whorf/Sapir
hypothesis:

We dissect nature along lines laid down by our
native languages. The categories and types that
we isolate from the world of phenomena we do
not find there because they stare every observer
in the face; on the contrary, the world is presented
in a kaleidoscopic flux of impressions which has
to be organized by our minds—and this means
largely by the linguistic systems in our minds.*

In this statement, Benjamin Lee Whorf advances what has
come to be called the “strong form” of the hypothesis: language
largely determines the way in which we understand our reality.
In other writings, Whotf takes the position that language, thought,
and perception are interrelated, a position called the “weak hy-
pothesis.” Interculturalists tend to use the weak form of the hy-
pothesis when they discuss language and culture.

An example of how various languages direct different expe-
riences of reality is found in how objects must be represented
grammatically. American English has only one way to count things
{one, two, three, etc.), while Japanese and Trukese (a Micronesian
language) each have many different counting systems. In part,
these systems classify the physical appearance of objects. For
instance, one (long) thing is counted with different words from
one (flat) thing or one (round) thing in Trukese. We could imag-
ine that the experience of objects in general is much richer in
cultures where language gives meaning to subtle differences in
shape. Indeed, Japanese aesthetic appreciation of objects seems
more developed than that of Americans, whose English language
has relatively simple linguistic structures to represent shapes.

In addition, both Japanese and Trukese count people with a
set of words different from all others used for objects. We might
speculate that research on human beings that quantifies behav-
ior “objectively” (i.e., like objects) would not arise as easily in
cultures where people were counted distinctly. And indeed, quan-
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titative research on human beings i$ much more common in
Western cultures, particularly U.S. American. ]
Another example of the relationship of syntax and experl-
ence can be found in the grammatical representation of space.
In American English, things can be either "here” ot “there,” with
a colloquial attempt to place them further out “over there.” In the
Trukese language, references to objects and people must be ac-
companied by a “location marker” that specifies their position
relative to both the speaker and listener. A pen, for instance, must
be called this (close to me but away from you) pen, this (midway
between us) pen, that {far away from both of us but in sight} pen,
or that (out of sight of both of us) pen. We may assume that
Trukese people, who live on islands, experience “richer” space
than do Americans, whose language does not provide so many
spatial boundary markers and for whom space is therefore more
abstract. _ _ :
Language syntax also guides our social experience. Perhaps
the simplest and best-known examples are linguistic differences
in “status markers.” Thai, japanese, and some other Asian lan-
guages have elaborate systems of second-person sjnguiar (you)
words that indicate the status of the speaker relative to the lis-
tener. In Thai, there are also variable forms of [ to indicatg rela-
tive status. Thus, I (relatively lower in status} may be speaking to
you (somewhat higher in status) or to you (much higher in sta-
tus), using a different form of I and you in each case. It seems
apparent that cultures with languages which demand recogni-
tion of relative status in every direct address will encourage more
acute experience of status difference than does American cul-
ture, where English provides only one form of you. European
cultures, most of whose languages have two forms of you, indi-
cating both status distinctions and familiarity, may represent the
middle range of this dimension. Europeans are more overtly at-
tentive to status than are Americans, but Europeans are no match
for Asians in this regard. ' o
The preceding examples indicate a rela_tionshlp between lan-
guage syntax and the experience of physical and social reality.
The relationship between language and experience can also be
found in the semantic dimension of language. Languages differ
in how semantic categories are distinguished and ela_lboratc-'_:d.
For instance, several stages of coconut growth are de§cnbed with
separate words in the Trukese language, while English has only
one word to describe the nut. On the other hand, English has an
elaborate vocabulary to describe colors, while Trukese describes
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only a few colors and does not distinguish between blue and
green. It is clear that Americans without the extra vocabulary
cannot easily distinguish coconuts in their different stages; that
is, they do not have the experience of the coconuts as being dif-
ferent. Similarly, it appears that Trukese people without addi-~
tional color categories do not experience the difference between
blue and green.

Other examples abound of how categories are differentiated
to greater or lesser degrees. Wine cONNoisseurs maintain a highly
differentiated set of labels for the experience of wine, as opposed
to the two or three categories (red, white, and maybe blush) used
by casual drinkers. Skiers distinguish more kinds of snow than
do nonskiers, and so forth. Of even greater interest are situa-
tions where an entire kind of experience seems to disappear when
the vocabulary for it is missing. For instance, while English has
many words to describe boredom and ennui, Trukese seems to
lack any reference to the entire concept. Although we cannot be
sure, linguistic relativity would predict that Trukese people do
not experience boredom in the same way as English speakers do
until they learn to distinguish a category for it.

In summary, categories are constructed differently in differ-
ent cultures and languages, and with the different constructions
go different experiences of physical and social reality. These par-
ticular experiences are not determined by language, in the sense
that other forms of experience are precluded without concomi-
tant linguistic support. Research on color perception?' and other
phenomena indicate that distinctions can be made without a
specific “naming strategy.” Rather, linguistic relativity suggests
that we are predisposed by our languages to make certain dis-
tinctions and not others—our language encourages habitual pat-
terns of perception.

This formulation of linguistic and cultural relativity is central
to intercultural communication. Without the assumption of rela-
tivity at the very root of our experience of reality, naive practition-
ers of intercultural relations veer toward itemizing difterent cus-
toms and providing tips for minor adjustments of behavior. More
sophisticated interculturalists realize that their study is of nothing
less than the clash of differing realities and that cuitural adapta-
tion demands the apprehension of essentially alien experience.

Perceptual Relativity

The Whotf/Sapir hypothesis alerts us to the likelihood that our
experience of reality is a function of cultural worldview catego-
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ries, At the basic level of perception, language and culture guide
us in making figure/ground distinctions. From the “kaleidoscopic
flux” (ground) of undifferentiated phenomena, we create a bound-
ary that distinguishes some object (figure) from the ground.®
These figures may literally be objects, or they may be concepts
or feelings. Collections of figures are “categories.” What we think
exists—what is real—depends on whether we have distinguished
the phenomenon as figure. And since cuiture through language
guides us in making these distinctions, culture is actually operat-
ing directly on perception. :

Micronesians, for example, are far more likely than Ameri-
cans to see wave patterns—interactions of tide and current on
the ocean surface that are used for navigation. To a typical Ameri-
can, the ocean is just “ground,” and only boats or other objects
are figures. But this same American may single out an automo-
bile sound as indicating imminent mechanical failure, while to
the Micronesian it is simply part of the background noise. In gen-
eral, culture provides us with the tendency to perceive phenom-
ena that are relevant to both physical and social survival.

The boundaries of constructed objects are mutable. For in-
stance, as mentioned earlier, speakers of Trukese do not make a
blue/green distinction. (One word, araw, refers to both colors,
and “araw” is the response to either question, “What color is the
sea?” or “What color is the grass?”) Yet Trukese children are rou-
tinely taught to perceive the difference in color as part of their
training in English as a second language. The mutability of per-
ceptual boundaries supports the idea that perceivers actively or-
ganize stimuli into categories. And evidence from physiological
studies of vision indicate that people do indeed see different ob-
jects when looking in the same direction.”® The human eye and
brain respond selectively to stimuli, depending on whether the
visual system is tuned to the stimulus as figure or as ground.

The observation that perceptual figure/ground distinctions
are learmed and lead to different experiences of reality contra-
dicts the traditional view of the perceiver who confronts a spe-
cific, objective reality. Instead, the perceiver is assumed to re-
spond to culturally influenced categorizations of stimuli. Like the
assumption of linguistic relativity, this assumption of perceptual
relativity lies at the heart of intercultural communication. If we
fail to assume that people of different cultures may sincerely per-
ceive the world differently, then our efforts toward understand-
ing are subverted by a desire to “correct” the one who has it wrong.
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Nonverbal Behavior

There is an entire universe of behavior that is unexplored,
unexamined, and very much taken for granted. It functions out-
side conscious awareness and in juxtaposition to words.**

Verbal language is digital, in the sense that words symbolize
categories of phenomena in the same arbitrary way that on/off
codes symbolize numbers and operations in a computer. Non-
verbal behavior, by contrast, is analogic. It represents phenom-
ena by creating contexts which can be experienced directly. For
instance, it is digital to say *1 love you.” It is analogic to represent
that feeling with a look or a touch. Digital symbolizations are
more capable of expressing complexity {“[love you twice as much
now as I did last week”), but analogic representations are more
credible because they are generally less easily manipulated.

Some languages put more emphasis on the digital quality than

others. English, for instance, is strongly digital in the way that it
divides continua of human feeling and thought into discrete, ab-
stract categories, providing speakers with many words to name
particular affective and cognitive states. In contrast, japanese is
a more analogic language. It demands that its speakers imply
and infer meaning from the context of relatively vague state-
ments—the way it's said, by whom, to whom, where, at what
time, and just before or after what other statement.*
Cultures such as Japanese that stress analogic communica-
tion are referred to as “high context.”? Hall, who coined that term,
defines it as a communication “in which most of the information
is already in the person, while very little is in the coded, explicit,
transmitted part of the message.”* Cultures such as U.S. Ameri-
can that emphasize digital forms of communication are called
“low context,” defined as communication “where the mass of
information is vested in the explicit code.”*

In both high- and low-context cultures, all verbal messages
in face-to-face interpersonal communication are accompanied
by nonverbal behavior which provides an analogic background
for the digital words.® Voice, gestures, eye contact, spacing, and
touching all provide direct analogic expressions of emotion that
modify (in low context) or supplant (in high context) the verbal
message. Even in low-context cultures, only a small percentage
of the meaning created in a social communication exchange is
based on verbal language,** so understanding the more impor-
tant nonverbal aspects of communication is vital to an overall
comprehension of intercultural events.
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In low-context cultures such as U.S. American, nonverbal
behavior is unconsciously perceived more as a commentary on
the verbal message than as a part of the message itself. This ten-
dency is particularly noticeable in the use of voice tone, such as
that used in the communication of sarcasm. Words such as “My,
what a nice tie” can be modified by a tone of voice that indicates
to the listener, “Don't take these words seriously.” In other words,
the nonverbal cue (tone of voice, in this case) establishes the
sarcastic relationship in which the words should be interpreted.

Paralanguage, which also includes the pitch, stress, volumne,
and speed with which language is spoken, lends itself readily to
misinterpretation cross-cuiturally. The potential for misunder-
standing begins with perception. Is the communication stimulus
even discriminated as figure from the ground of other behavior?
U.S. Americans are likely to miss shadings of tone which in higher-
context cultures would scream with meaning. Within the United
States, European American males are less likely than some Afri-
can American males to perceive the use of movement to signal a
shift from talking to fighting. And conversely, black males may
fail to discriminate the fighting cue of “intensity” in the tone of
white male talk.3? :

in cross-cultural situations we may also perceive the appear-
ance of a cue when none was intended. An example of this oc-
curs around the American English use of a pitch drop at the end
of sentences. The pitch of our voices goes up on the next to the
last syllable and then down on the last syllable in a spoken state-
ment. How quickly the pitch is dropped makes a difference. In
even a short utterance such as “Come in,” a medium pitch drop
signifies normal interaction, while an abrupt drop may signify
anger, frustration, anxiety, or impatience. Conversely, an elon-
gated pitch drop usually indicates friendliness and relaxation, but
an elongated pitch increase at the end of a statement can imply a
manipulative or misleading intent. These implications are in-
stantly recognized and reacted to by native speakers. =

Nonnative English speakers may not respond to or generate
voice tones in the same way. For instance, for native speakers of
Cantonese, pitch changes are important within words but are
not used to modulate sentences. So a Cantonese speaker of En-
glish as a second language may not generate an ending pitch
drop. Additionally, Cantonese may sound rather staccato and a

little loud to American ears. The combination of these factors

leads some native English speakers to evaluate Chinese people
as brusque or rude. If a native speaker generated loud, staccato,
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flat pitch statements, it might indeed indicate rudeness. But when
the native Cantonese speaker talks that way in English, it prob-
ably means that he or she is using the English language with
Cantonese paralanguage. The failure to observe intended cues
ot the discrimination of nonexistent cues based solely on one's’
own culture can be termed ethnocentric perception. :

Finally, we may correctly perceive that a nonverbal cue has
been generated but misinterpret its meaning. This is most likely .
to occur when we assume (perhaps unconsciously) that particu- -
lar behavior carries the same meaning in every culture. For ex-
ample, the clipped speech of some British is noticed both by other
British and by U.S. Americans. For the British, however, the
paralanguage cues are likely to indicate social status, home re-
gion, or place of education. For the Americans, the cues may be
interpreted simply as haughtiness. This tendency to assign mean-
ing to events solely in the context of one’s own culture can be
called ethnocentric interpretation. Both ethnocentric perception
and interpretation are consistent with the idea of cultural rela-
tivity—that our experience of reality differs culturally as well as
individually.

The form of nonverbal interaction analysis used in the
paralanguage examples above is also generally applied to the
area of kinesics, or “body language.” To illustrate this, we can
imagine different degrees of gesturing placed on a continuum
extending from the nearly motionless presentation of some Asians
and Native Americans to the dramatic sweeps of Greeks and Ital-
ians. When they come into contact, people at contrasting posi-
tions on the continuum may fall prey to ethnocentric perception
and interpretation. For instance, those in the middle of the con-
tinuum, such as European Americans, may interpret Native
American reserve as “lacking ambition and self-esteem.” Native
Americans, on the other hand, may interpret European Ameri-
can gesturing as “intrusive and aggressive.” African Americans,
whose gesturing is a bit further along the continuum, may be
interpreted by some Asians (Koreans, for example) as being "vio-
lent and unpredictable.” The greater reserve of the Koreans might
fit into an African American interpretation of “unfriendly (per-
haps because of racism).” As should be obvious from these ex-
amples, “simple” misinterpretations of nonverbal behavior may
contribute to tragic failures in our educational system and ter-
rible social strife. :

Another practical consequence of nonverbal ethnocentrism

 occurs around turn taking in conversation, particularly in group
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discussion. The European American pattern involves eye con-
tact to cue turns. The speaker ends with his or her eyes in con-
tact with the conversational heir-apparent. If the speaker lowers
her eyes at the end of an utterance, a confused babble of fits and
starts may ensue. In contrast to this pattern, some Asian cultures
routinely require averted eyes and a period of silence between
speakers. In groups including more eye-intensive cultures,
unacculturated Asians may never get a turn. And on the other
end of this continuum, some forms of African American, Middle
Eastern, and Mediterranean cultures tend to prefer more of a
“relay-race” pattern of turn taking. Whoever wants the turn next

just begins talking, and eventually the conversational batonmay .

be passed on to her. Both Asian and European Americans may
interpret this last pattern as interrupting. The simple task of fa-
cilitating a group discussion increases dramatically in complex-
ity when even this one intercultural dimension is introduced.

Communication Style o
Habitual patterns of thought are manifested in communication
behavior. Since our habits of thought are largely determined by
culture, in cross-cultural situations we should see contrasts in
these styles of communication. One of the most striking differ-
ences is in how a point is discussed, whether in writing® or ver-
bally, as illustrated in the following example. _
European Americans, particularly males, tend to use a linear
style that marches through point 4, point b, and point ¢, estab-
lishes links from point to point, and finally states an explicit con-
clusion. When someone veers off this line, he or she is likely to
hear a statement such as “I'm not quite following you,” or “Could
we cut to the chase,” or “What's the bottom line?” In many school
systems, this style has been established as the only one indica-
tive of clear critical thinking. It is, however, a culturally rare form
of discourse. _
An example of a contrasting style occurred in a group of in-
ternational and U.S. American students. [ had asked a question
about early dating practices, and the Americans all answered
with fairly concise statements that made some explicit connec-
tion to the question. When a Nigerian in the group replied, how-
ever, he began by describing the path through his village, the
tree at the end of the path, the storyteller that performed under

the tree, and the beginning of a story the storyteller once told. -
When, in response to the obvious discomfort of the Americansin -

the group, I asked the Nigerian what he was doing, he said, “I'm
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answering the question.” The American students protested at that,
so 1 asked, “How are you answering the question?” He replied,
“I'm tefling you everything you need to know to understand the
point.” “Good,” said one of the Americans. “Then if we're just
patient, you will eventually tell us the point.” “Oh no,” replied the
Nigerian. “Once I tell you everything you need to know to under-
stand the point, you will just know what the point is?”

what this student was describing is a circular, or contextual,
discussion style. It is favored not only by many Africans but also
typically by people of Latin, Arab, and Asian cultures. And in the
United States, the more circular style is commonly used by Afri-
can Americans, Asian Americans, Native Americans, Hispanic
Americans, and others. Even among European Americans, a con-
textual approach is more typical of women than of men. The only
natural cultural base for the linear style is Northern European
and European American males, That doesn’t make the style bad,
of course, but it does mean that other, more prevalent styles need
to be considered as viable alternatives, To some extent, this is-
sue has been addressed in the context of gender differences,?
and it is getting increasing altention in the context of multicultural
classrooms.*

When people who favor a contextual approach generate an
ethnocentric interpretation of the linear style, they may see it as
simple or arrogant: simple because it lacks the richness of detail
necessary to establish context, and arrogant because the speaker
is deciding what particular points you should hear and then what
point you should draw from them! On the other hand, propo-
nents of a linear style are likely to interpret the circular style as
vague, evasive, and illogical. Interculturalists sometimes approach
this kind of mutual negative evaluation with the idea of strengths
and limits. In this case, the strength of a linear style may be in
efficient, short-term task completion, while its limit is in devel-
oping inclusive relationship. Conversely, the strength of a con-
textual style is its facilitation of team building and consensual
creativity, while its limit is that it is slow. The goal of education
and training in this area, in addition to developing awarcness
and respect for alternative styles, may be to develop “bistylistic”
competency.

Another area where differences in communication style are
particularly obvious is around confrontation. European and Afti-
can Americans tend to be rather direct in their style of confron-
tation, compared with the indirectness of many Asians and His-
panics. Adherents of the direct style favor face-to-face discus-
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sion of problems, relatively o’péh expression of feeling, and a

willingness to say yes or no in answer to questions. People so-
cialized in the more indirect style tend to seek third-person in-.

termediaries for conducting difficult discussions, suggest rather
than state feelings, and protect their own and others’ “face” by
providing the appearance of ambiguity in response to questions.*®

I was once involved in an incident involving indirect style in
Malaysia. The guide had provided our group with a wonderful
day of sights and cultural insight, and we were anticipating a trip
to the jungle the next day with him. Upon leaving us off at the
hotel, he stated somewhat ofthandedly, “It will rain tomorrow.” [
joked back, “Oh, that’s all right, we're used to getting wet.” But
he repeated the statement, this time adding, “It will rain really
hard.” More seriously this time, T said, “Our schedule is set, so
we’ll have to make this trip, rain or shine.” He said okay and left,
The next (sunny) morning, we atrived at our departure point to
find a substitute guide who spoke no English. When someone in

our party asked me why the original guide hadn't just said he:

couldn’t make it the next day, I found myself ruefully explaining

about indirectness and loss of face. Knowledge does not equal -

intercultural competence. -
An elaboration of this basic contrast between direct and in-
direct styles can be applied to understanding a difficulty in com-
munication between Northern Furopeans and U.S. Americans.
Northern Europeans (particularly Germans) tend to be direct about
intellectual topics but relatively indirect about relational matters.
For instance, Northern Europeans are more likely than most U.S.

Americans to say, “That idea is the stupidest thing I've ever heard.” -
But those same Northern Europeans are less likely than Ameri-

cans to discuss their feelings about casual relationships with the

people involved. In contrast, U.S. Americans are more likely to-

be indirect on intellectual topics, making comments such as “Per-
haps there is another way to think about that” or simply "Hmmm,

interesting.” But those same Americans may be quick to state to’

his or her face how much they like a new acquaintance. So Ameti=
cans often think that Northern Europeans are relationally haughty,

while Northern Europeans may think that Americans are intel--

lectually shallow. Ethnocentric perception leads U.S. Americans
to fail to recognize indirectness in relational commentary, while

Northern Europeans similarly fail to detect indirectness in intel- .

lectual discourse. Additionally, ethnocentric interpretation leads

Americans to mistake normal Northern European argument for =
the intellectual arrogance it would represent in most U.S. con- -
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texts, and Northern Europeans to mistake normal American re-
lational openness for the boorishness it would represent in many
European contexts.

Values and Assumptions _

Cultural values are the patterns of goodness and badness people
assign to ways of being in the world. For instance, Japanese people
typically assign goodness to being interdependent in groups (even
if they often act individually), while U.S. Americans typically as-
sign goodness to being independently self-reliant (even if they
often act interdependently). To shorten this, we would state the
generalization that, relative to the other culture, Japanese value
collectivism and U.S. Americans value individualism. Conversely,
Japanese tend to disvalue many manifestations of individualism
as unnecessarily selfish, while U.S. Americans disvalue many
forms of collectivism as unduly conformist.

Cultural assumptions are interrelated with values but refer to
the existence of phenomena rather than the assignment of value
to them. So, in terms of the above example contrasting Japanese
and U.S. Americans, most Americans assume the existence of
an individual identity, which is necessary for the self-reliance of
individualism to exist. Most Japanese, on the other hand, assume
the existence of a kind of collective consciousness (“we Japa-
nese”}, which is necessary for interrelationships of collectivism
to occur. In most intercultural analyses of situations, it is neces-
sary to ascertain both what cultural assumptions are being made
in the situation and what values are being placed on those as-
sumptions.

The system that has been used traditionally by intercultural-
ists for analyzing cultural values is the one developed by Flo-
rence R. Kluckhohn and Fred L. Strodtbeck.*” Based on research
with several cultures, the system defines five dimensions of cul-
tural assumptions: peoples' relationship to the environment, to
each other, to activity, to time, and to the basic nature of human
beings. Constituting each of these dimensions is a continuum of
possible relationships that people might assume with the sub-
ject. For instance, people may assume that they can control the
environment, that they can live in harmony with it, or that they
are subjugated by the environment. Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck
state that all positions on the continuum will be represented to
some degree in all cultures, but that one position will be pre-
ferred. 1tis this general preference that constitutes a cultural value.
For example, most U.S. Americans prefer to think that nature is
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controllable—witness their damming of rivers, their programs to
conquer space, and so forth. We could say that, in general, U.S.
Americans value being in control of their environment. Other
assumptions about an appropriate relationship to nature are
present in U.S. society, of course. But with some exceptions, those
assumptions are not as yet preferred and so are not now consid-
ered general cultural values.* '

Many modifications of the Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck ap-
proach have proved useful for intercultural value analysis. John
C. Condon® has expanded the original five dimensions into a list

that can be applied to a broader range of more specific cultural :

phenomena, as has L. Robert Kohls.* Edward C. Stewart has done
the most to develop the theoretical potential of the approach by
defining the contrast-American approach to value analysis*' and
by redefining the original dimensions in particularly useful ways.**

Another approach to value analysis has been developed by
Geert Hofstede.** As opposed to the deductive approach of
Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck, Hofstede used the inductive technique
of surveying a large number of people from various national cul-
tures about their values and preferences in life. Using the statis-
tical technique of factor analysis, he then isolated four dimen-
sions (and later a fifth) that accounted for a large amount of the
variation in answers. He named the four dimensions Power-Dis-
tance, referring to the assumption of status difference; Masculin-
ity, referring to (among other things) the assumption of gender
difference: Individualism, referring to the assumption of self-reli-
ance: and Uncertainty Avoidance, referring to the assumption of
intolerance of ambiguity. In later studies, he added the dimen-
sion of Confucian Dynamism or Long-Term Orientation, referring
to focus on future rewards.* Returning to the data from each
national culture, he was then able to rank-order the cultures in
terms of each dimension. For instance, Japanese ranked 7th out
of fifty countries on Uncertainty Avoidance, while the United
States ranked 46th; on Individualism the United States scored
1st and Japan 22nd. By statistically combining factors, Hofstede
was able to map clusters of cultures in several dimensions. Many
contemporary studies of cultural values now use, al least in part,
the Hofstede categories.

Cultural Adaptation

In many ways, the crux of intercultural communication is inhow .

people adapt to other cuitures. Yet the intercultural concept of

adaptation is frequently misunderstood. To clarify the idea, itis
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useful to distinguish adaptation from assimilation. Assimilation is
the process of resocialization that seeks to replace one’s original
worldview with that of the host culture. Assimilation is “substi-
tutive.” Adaptation, on the other hand, is the process whereby
one's worldview is expanded to include behavior and values ap-
propriate to the host culture. it is “additive,” not substitutive. The
assumed end result of assimilation is becoming a “new person,”
as Israel Zangwill wrote in his play The Melting Pot.* The as-
sumed end result of adaptation is becoming a bicultural or
multicultural person. Such a person has new aspects, but not at
the cost of his or her original socialization. The identity issues
around adaptation are quite complex, and understanding them
is one of the new frontiers of intercultural communication.

Developmental Approaches to Cultural Adaptation

Cultural adaptation is not an on/off phenomenon. Like many
other human abilities, it appears that cultural adaptation devel-
ops through stages, in much the same way as does cognition as
described by Jean Piaget* or ethicality as described by William G.
Perry Jr.#7 With descriptions of the stages of development, inter-
culturalists who are responsible for facilitating cross-cultural en-
counters are able to diagnose learners’ levels of development
and thus design their interventions more effectively.

A straightforward form of developmental thinking can be il-
lustrated with one of the best-known of all intercultural concepts:
culture shock. The evolution of this concept began with a rela-
tively simple statement of how disorientation can occur in a dif-
ferent cultural context, along with the implication that culture
shock was something like a disease that could be prevented, or
caught and cured.®® From this distinctly nondevelopmental be-
ginning, the concept gained complexity as it was described in
terms of U or W curves extending through time.* Then Peter S.
Adler™ suggested that culture shock was a process that went
through five stages: the euphoria of Contact, when cultural dif-
ference is first encountered: the confusion of Disintegration, when
loss of self-esteem intrudes; the anger of Reintegration, when
the new culture is rejected and the old self reasserted; the re-
laxed self-assuredness of Autonomy, when cross-cultural situa-
tions can be handled with relative ease; and the creativity of In-
dependence, when choice and responsibility accompany a deep
respect for one’s own and others’ cultures. These ideas were
placed in an even broader developmental context by Janet M.
Bennett 5 who defined culture shock as a special case of the
typical human response to any transition, loss, or change.
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" 'So when even a relatively simple éspect of cultural adapta--

tion—culture shock—-is cast in developmental terms, it attains a

level of complexity that makes it a richer and more useful de- -

scriptor of peoples’ experiences. When the broader topic of cul-
tural adaptation in general is described in developmental terms,

the result is even more descriptive of complex experience. One -

example of this attempt is the Developmental Model of Intercul-
tural Sensitivity (DMIS).5* Based on “meaning-making” models
of cognitive psychology and radical constructivism,* the DMIS
links changes in cognitive structure to an evolution in attitudes
and behavior toward cultural difference in general. The DMIS is
divided into Ethnocentric Stages and Ethnorelative Stages.

Figure 2. Development of Intercultural Sensitivity

Experience of Difference .
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Ethnocentric is defined as using one’s own set of standards-
and customs to judge all people, often unconsciously. Ethnorelative
means the opposite; it refers to being comfortable with many
standards and customs and to having an ability to adapt behav-

ior and judgments to a variety of interpersonal settings. Follow-.

ing are short descriptions of each of six stages of development.

Denial. People at the denial stage are unable to construe cul-

tural differences in complex ways. They probably live in relative
isolation from other cultures, either by happenstance or by choice.
Either they do not perceive cultural differences at all, or they can
conceive only of broad categories such as “foreigner,” "people of
color,” or “Africans.” People at this stage may use stereotypes in
their description of others that are not meant to denigrate but
are based on knowing only one or two things about the other
people. For instance, many U.S. Americans seem to think that alt
Africans live near jungles and have encounters with wild ani-

mals; or many Asians seem o think that all Americans from the

Pacific Northwest live on ranches and ride horses.

In contrast to the complexity of our own worldview, the si'm_— :
plicity of these stereotypes makes “their” seemingly sparse expe-
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rience seem less real than “our” demonstrably rich experience.
Consequently, when actually confronted by cultural diversity,
people in denial unconsciously attribute less than human status
to the outsiders. They may then use power for purposes of ex-
ploiting the others, and in extreme cases of threat, they may fur-
ther dehumanize the outsiders to enable genocide.

Defense. People at the defense stage have more ability to con-
strue cultural difference, but they attach negative evaluations to
it. They combat the threat of change to their stable worldview by
denigrating others with negative stereotypes and by attaching
positive stereotypes to themselves. Consequently, they view their
own culture as the acme of “development” and tend to evaluate
different cultures as “underdeveloped.” A few people may enter
a reversed form of defense, wherein they vilify their own culture
and become zealous proponents of an adopted culture. For ex-
ample, some U.S. Americans spurn their European roots while
idealizing Native Indian cultures, and some U.S. Americans, when
traveling, label most of their compatriots as “the ugly Americans.”
In all cases, however, defense is characterized by the polariza-
tion of a denigrated “them” with a superior “us.” _

People in defense consider themselves under siege. Mem-
bers of socially dominant cultures may attempt to protect privi-
lege and deny opportunities to outsiders, while nondominant
culture members may aggressively protect their ethnic identity
from suppression by the majority. Ironically, while personally di-
rected violence may be more common in defense than in denial,
the threat of systematic genocide is reduced by the greater hu-
manity accorded one’s enemy.

Minimization. People at the minimization stage try to bury
cultural differences within already-familiar categories of physi-
cal and philosophical similarity. They recognize and accept su-
perficial cultural differences such as eating customs and other
social norms, but they assume that deep down all people are
essentially the same—just human. As a consequence of this as-
sumption, certain cultural values may be mistaken for universal
desires; for instance, U.S. Americans may believe that people
everywhere desire individual freedom, openness, and competi-
tion. Religious people may hold that everyone is a child of God, is
subject to Allah's will, or acquires karma “whether they know it
or not.” Political and economic minimizers may suppose that we
are all victims of historical Marxist forces or that we are all moti-
vated by the private enterprise of capitalism. While people at the
minimization stage are considerably more knowledgeable than
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In domestic intercuitural relations in the United States, minj-

mization is the classjc “white liberal” position. It is usually ac-

congratulatory stage.
Acceptance: People at the acc
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one or more other cultures. This intercultural competence may
include the ability to recognize how power is being exercised
within a cultural context, and some people may themselves be
able to exercise power in ways that are appropriate to the other
culture. Advanced forms of adaptation are “bicultural” or
“multicultural,” wherein people have internalized one or more
cultural frames in addition to that in which they were originally
socialized. Bicultural people can completely shift their cultural
frame of reference without much conscious effort.

Most people at the adaptation stage are generally intercul-
turally sensitive: with varying degrees of sophistication, they can
apply skills of empathy and adaptation of behavior to any cul-
tural context. However, in some cases people have become “ac-
cidently bicultural,” wherein they received primary socialization
In two or more cultural frames of reference. (Children of bicul-
tural marriages and of long-term expatriates may fall into this
category.) Sometimes these people are very good at shifting be-
tween the two cultures they have internalized, but they cannot
apply the same adaptation skills to other cultures. In addition,
some people in adaptation do not exhibit intercultural sensitivity
toward groups that they do not consider cultures. For instance,
some people who are otherwise interculturally skilled retain nega-
tive stereotypes of gay, lesbian, and bisexual people. When these
groups are defined in cultural terms, people in adaptation are
more likely to be able to relate to them in interculturally compe-
tent ways.

Integration. People at the integration stage of development
are attempting to reconcile the sometimes conflicting cultural
frames that they have internalized. In the transition to this stage,
some people become overwhelmed by the cuitures they know
and are disturbed that they can no longer identify with any one
of them. But as they move into integration, people achieve an
identity which allows them to see themselves as “intercultural-
ists” or “multiculturalists” in addition to their national and ethnic
backgrounds.5* They recognize that worldviews are collective
constructs and that identity is itself a construction of conscious-
ness. As a consequence, they may seek out roles that allow them
to be intercultural mediators and exhibit other qualities of “con-
structive marginality.”ss They also tend to associate with other
cultural marginals rather than people from any one of the cul-

tures they know.

People in integration are inclined to interpret and evaluate
behavior from a variety of cultural frames of reference, so that
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there is never a single right or wrong answer. But, unlike the
resulting paralysis of action that may occur in earlier stages,

people in integration are capable of engaging in “contextual evalu- -

ation.” The goodness or ethicality of actions is not given by ab-
solute (and ethnocentric) principles but is constructed by human
beings who thereby take responsibility for the realities they are

creating. Thus, people in integration face the unending task of - .

guiding their own behavior along the ethical lines that they them-
selves have created.

Ethnorelative Ethics

Much of the controversy surrounding the development of inter- -
cultural sensitivity is about ethics. Some people seem to think -

that being interculturally sensitive means giving up any set of
ethical principles or moral guidelines. They think cultural rela-
tivity is the same thing as moral relativism or situational ethics.
To understand that criticism, we can turn to yet another devel-
opmental model, the Perry Scheme of Cognitive and Ethical De-
velopment.® :
Perry outlines a process whereby people develop ethical think-
ing and behavior as they learn more about the world. T he modetl
describes movement from “dualism” (one simple either/or way of
thinking) to “multiplicity” (many ambiguous and equally good ways
of thinking), and then on to “contextual relativism” (different ac-
tions are judged according to appropriate context) and “commit-
ment in relativism” (people choose the context in which they will
act, even though other actions are viable in different contexts). -
People who are most critical of multiculturalism seem to be
at Perry’s stage of dualism. They think of ethics and morality as
absolute, universal rutes. In this dualistic view, the acceptance of
different cultures leads only to multiplicity, where all options are
equal and ethical chaos reigns. Therefore, goes the dualistic ar-

gument, either you choose the absolutist ethical path that rejects.
cultural relativism, or you accept cultural relativism and the only - -

alternative it offers to absolutism, moral relativity and situational
ethics.

Interculturalists by and large reject this dualistic view in fa-
vor of a third alternative, one where ethnorelativism and strong
ethical principles coexist. The reconciliation of culture and eth-
ics occurs in parallel to the latter two stages of Perry's model. In
contextual relativism, actions must be judged within context.
Thus, at this stage, ethical actions must be judged within a cul-
tural context. There is no universal ethical behavior. For instance,
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it is not universally ethical to be openly honest in dealing with
others. That such is the case, however, does not imply that one
should be dishonest whenever it is convenient or situationally
normative (e.g., “Everyone else is lying to get those payments, so
why shouldn't 12”). On the contrary, Perry’s last stage suggests
that we commit to acting within the context we wish to main-
tain. If we want a reality in which open honesty is normative,
then it is ethical to act in ways that support the viability of that
behavior. Perhaps this doesn’t mean that someone with such an
ethical commitment is openly honest in every situation. But it
probably does mean that actions that contradict or undermine a
context in which “honesty is the best policy” would be avoided.
Some antagonists of intercultural and multicultural thinking®
have suggested that interculturalists are the same as any other
ethical absolutist in their adherence to the “goodness” of contex-
tual relativity. In so doing, these critics neglect that important
aspect of language called “logical type.”® The statement "It is
good to have three wives” is different in logical type from the
statement “It is good to know that forms of marriage are evalu-
ated differently in different cultures.” The latter statement is ac-
tuaily a “metastatement,” a statement about other statements.
Interculturalists would certainly think it was good to make that
metastatement, but this thought is significantly different in type
from thinking that it is good or bad to have one or three wives.
Another such metastatement is “absolutists and relativists differ
in their belief in the importance of contextual evaluation.” It is
good to be able to make this distinction, but doing so says noth-
ing about the goodness of either absolutists or relativists. Abso-
Jutists might be judged as “bad” in the context of intercultural
communication not for any particular beliefs they hold but be-
cause they reject seeing their own behavior in cultural context.

Perscnal Endnote

' AS you can see, I think an intercultural perspective offers more

than an effective way to analyze interaction and facilitate adap-
tation. In my opinion, intercultural communication envisions a
reality which will support the simultaneous existence of unity
and diversity, of cooperation and competition in the global vil-
lage, and of consensus and creative conflict in multicultural socie-
ties. In this vision, our different voices can be heard both in their
uniqueness and in synergistic harmony. While there are many
paths which can converge into this future, the focus brought by
interculturalists rests on individuals and relationships. We strive
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to bring culture into individual consciousness and in so doing
bring consciousness to bear on the creation of intercultural rela-
tionships.
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in a Global Village

'Dean Barnlund

Nearing Autumn’s close.
My neighbor---.

How does he live, I wonder?
—Basho

These lines, written by one of the most cherished of haiku poets,
express our timeless and universal curiosity about humankmc}si
When they were written, nearly three hundred years ago, the wor,
neighbor referred to people very much like one's self-similar in
dress, in diet, in custom, in language—who happened to live next
door. Today relatively few people are surrounded by neighbors
who are cultural replicas of themselves. Tomorrow we can ex-
pect to spend most of our lives in the company of neighbors who
will speak in a different tongue, seek different values, move z;t'a
different pace, and interact according to a different script. Wit mf
no more than a decade or two the probability of spending part o
one's life in a foreign culture will exceed the probability a hun-
dred years ago of ever leaving the town in which one was born.
As our world is transformed, our neighbors increasingly will be
people whose lifestyles contrast sharply with our own,
The technological feasibility of such a global village is no
: longer in doubt. Only the precise date of its attainment is uncer-
- tain. The means already exist: in telecommunication systems link-
- ing the world by satellite, in aircraft capable of moving people




