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Reflections on the
Uniqueness of
the Intercultural Field

Sheila Ramsey, Ph. D.

As we go about our work in teaching, train-
ing and consulting in intercultural communi-
cation, it is important to pause and reflect
upon the concepts and principles that give
shape to our efforts. Definitions of "culture"
are so common that we hesitate to revisit this
basic concept and how often do we stop and
ask ourselves, "What is this field of ICC really
about?"

No matter what definition of "culture" we
use, itis vital to remember that "culture" is an
abstraction produced by thought. It cannot be
actually seen or touched. The analogy of the
wind is helpful in grasping the abstract and
second-hand nature of this concept. One can-
not see the wind. So how do we know it is a
windy day? We see a flag moving, we feel a
pressure on our skin. The name we give the
difference or the feeling is "WIND". So too
with culture. We hear people using the same
sounds in reference to common objects or ex-
periences. We notice people making choices
in their lives about where to live, what to eat,
how to learn, how to work and love, in re-
sponse to similar events and experiences, and
we say "Oh, those people belong to the same
CULTURE."

The effects of forgetting the abstract na-
ture of "culture" are illustrated by John
Condon as he speaks about thirteen reasons to
avoid the word "culture." He suggests that as
"culture" becomes a thing, we begin to believe
that "culture is a place or a place one comes
from." We also can believe that "if I under-
stand your culture, I will understand you." In
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the first case culture is thought to be external
to people. In the second case, a rigid defini-
tion of what "a member of X culture" must be
like can be to the detriment of a person who
identifies with "X" but is not at all like the
popular image.(1) As an example, in a work-
shop addressing methodologies, participants
had just finished a movement exercise which
allowed them to develop an in-depth intuitive
sense of their partner from another national
culture. In the discussion, a young woman
asked, "I feel like [ understand my partner in a
way I didn't before, but what does it tell me
about her culture?" The importance of getting
to know her partner was less valuable than her
search for greater understanding of an ab-
straction.(2)

Any student of culture must be able to
identify patterns of human behavior. In
studying culture we study the common rules,
assumptions, and values that are the founda-
tions of the external behavior which we can
see, touch and feel. What functions does cul-
ture have in our lives? We feel a sense of be-
longing, a sense of inclusion. We have a frame
of reference, a point of view, through which to
look at and make sense of the world and we
receive reinforcement for this way of looking
and being in the world. We have guidelines
about how to translate our meanings into ac-
tion. We see that we are not crazy or mad in
the choices we make; our lives are structurally
coherent and make sense.

In intercultural communication, difference
is our domain, and it is our avenue into under-
standing. We assume that shared humanness
can be found by examining, allowing and re-
specting differences. To the degree that a fo-
cus is placed on similarity, there is a good
chance that the other can only be seen
through comparison with and likeness to our-
selves.




Evidence of the importance of this assump-
tion is seen in the distinctions made in our
field between sympathy and empathy. We are
sympathetic as we try to understand another
by putting self in unfamiliar shoes: "I know
how you feel because I have been there too" is
obviously based upon a process of projected
similarity in trying to imagine how the other
feels based upon one's own experience. So
emerges the Golden Rule: "Do unto others as
you would have them do unto you." Empathy,
on the other hand, involves doing one's best to
imagine another persons' situation without
projecting self into it. We try to enter into the
others' experience more purely from their
point of view. Thus emerges the Silver Rule
"Do unto others as they would have you do
unto them".(3) This suggests attention to lis-
tening and the capability to identify and
monitor the habit of projection. Such defini-
tions point to the assumption, shared widely
in this field, that another person becomes
fully human to the extent that we are able to
let the other be different from ourselves.

Although our work is marked by attention
to teaching about culturally-specific behavior,
it remains the case that intercultural work, at
its core, is directed toward only several very
fundamental themes. These are, devel-
oping the abilities and capacities to:
1)effectively live and work with dif-
ference and ambiguity 2)effectively
live and work with change 3)access
creativity 4)consciously manage
one's state of being.

These themes are the focus of current re-
search. For example, Bill Gudykunst is work-
ing on the relationship between effective in-
terpersonal and inter-group communication
and the ability to manage uncertainty and its
emotional equivalent, anxiety. He anchors his
work in the concept of "mindfulness." (4)

All of these basic themes serve as founda-
tion for two developmental models which are
rapidly becoming acknowledged as the basis
upon which intercultural training programs
are designed. In his "Developmental Model of
Intercultural Sensitivity," Milton Bennett de-
scribes the development of a person's rela-
tionship to difference. The major shift from
the ethnocentric stages to the ethnorelative
stages occurs as one develops the ability for
self reflection and the realization that each

person is the creator of the world one lives
in.(5) Although addressing a different topic,
William Perry's scheme of cognitive and ethi-
cal development also describes the unfolding
of self-reflexivity and ways of living with dif-
ferenceand change. In the final stage of "com-
mitment in relativism," one becomes respon-
sible for creating one's own ethical guidelines
and making personal choices.(6)

These basic themes are always present in
intercultural work, the degree to which they
are given direct attention is only a function of
the intention and skill of the leader. We know
that intercultural competence is a "whole per-
son" experience; we can be the most effective
to the degree that we engage the mind, heart
and spirit of those with whom we work. Itisin
relationship to these basic themes that the op-
portunity for such engagement is present.

In conclusion, in reflecting upon some ba-
sic concepts and themes of intercultural com-
munication, may we remember the unique
contributions that our field can make to sus-
taining our global community.
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Counseling International Students
in a Private University

BERFEEAIRR KEFEA
Haruhisa MIZUNO
International Student Office, Reitaku University

This article discusses three counseling strategies and
draws examples from 72 cases involving international stu-
dents whose problems ranged from academic, cultural, and
social to personal. It is essential to establish support sys-
tems on campuses and in communities as well as training

programs for advisers and counselors.
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Introduction of Japan
How to Teach to International Students
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Mizue SASAKI
Professor, Yokohama National University

This is an article on how I have been teaching interna-
tional students about current Japanese society focusing, for

example, on religion as a topic.
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Teaching Japanese for Chinese Students
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Keiko KODAMA
Assistant Professor, KUIS

The following is my personal note on how I have been
motivating Chinese students who are studying Japanese in

Japan.
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Intercultural Communication Institute

The 4th Makuhari Summer Seminar was held for 3 days,
3rd to Sth, September at Kanda University of International
Studies and Japan Steel Makuhari Training Center with the
participation of more than 50 people. The program included
lectures by Dr. Arifin Bey and Dr. John Condon, six work-
shops by leading Japanese scholars, six presentations on ongo-
ing research, and an introduction of a training method.
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you find these articles interesting and stimu-
lating. So far we have not had space available
for information about events and books, etc.,
but we plan to allocate some space for such in-
formation in the next issue. Any feedback or
news from you would be appreciated.




