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The Necessity of an Approach to

"Intercultural Journalism"
Studies

i &M (Takeichi, Hideo)

Not only in Japan but also in the United States, in-
ternational communication is treated in lectures
and research as a separate discipline from intercul-
tural communication. However, both approaches
will be necessary in any kind of international or in-
tercultural communication studies. An approach to
"intercultural journalism" studies will be greatly re-
quired in the future.
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Media Watch from
Intercultural Perspectives
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As presenters and, perhaps more accu-
rately, shapers of reality, journalists wield cru-
cial social influence. They provide informa-
tion that enables people to monitor their envi-
ronments and to form and maintain communi-
tes.

Few journalism educators would argue
that such a responsibility can be taken lightly.
But while we address issues of journalistic
competency, fairness, balance and accuracy,
we do not often deal with underlying compo-
nents of the journalistic process. One such ne-
glected component has been intercultural
communication.

As much as any human endeavor, jour-
nalism is culture bound. Culture can restrict
and determine what is experienced and re-
ported. It can just as well suggest alternative
ways of seeing. Regardless of cultural orienta-
tion, journalists ought to understand what
may be the most powerful learned force in hu-
man behavior, culture itself.

Concepts such as culture and intercul-
tural can be slippery but need not be. "Cul-
ture" refers to "a way of life." "Intercultural
communication" refers to the exchange of
symbols between people whose cultural per-
ceptions and orientations are distinctly differ-
ent from one another. A textbook that effec-
tively untangles these webs of meanings is
Communication Between Cultures(Samovar,
Porter, and Stefani). The authors also cite
seven characteristics of culture that most di-
rectly relate to communication: culture is
learned, transmitted from one generation to

the next, based on symbols, dynamic, inte-
grated, ethnocentric and adaptive (1998: 37-
48).

How well do journalists deal with cul-
ture? Are they conscious of how their culture
imposes itself upon their work? Do profes-
sional norms, such as certain reportorial
methods, encourage ethnocentric reporting?
What can we do in journalism education to in-
crease intercultural awareness?

These questions are important in the
work of foreign correspondents and equally
important in nations of diverse cultures and in
a world being drawn closer by communication
technology. Journalists perform their work
for a variety of reasons: to attract readers and
viewers, to prevail over the competition, to
gain professional rewards. All are laudable.
But goals also include helping communities
realize aspirations and communicating accu-
rately and sensitively about different peoples
of the world.

One reason journalism education barely
addresses intercultural journalism is that edu-
cators may be so close to the phenomenon
that they have no perspective. Experience
with at least one culture other than one's own
is essential. For it is impossible to begin to
understand--or, to appreciate and critically
evaluate--our own culture if we have nothing
to compare it to. That applies not only to jour-
nalism but also to education, law and other
cultural creations. This means trying to un-
derstand how these creations came about his-
torically and how they fit into a nation's so-
cial, political and economic fabric.

One way of thinking about what happens
when we encounter another culture involves
the concept of "third culture" (Casmir 1993,
and Useem and Donoghue 1963). "Third cul-
ture" refers to a phenomenon in which a
person's cultural orientation undergoes
change as a result of interacting with other
cultures. What emerges, in bridge-like fash-
ion, is a "third culture."

Journalists are expected to be verbally
and visually literate. Why not interculturally
literate? Taylor (1989) put it well when he
said interculturally literate journalists under-
stand that most, if not all, truths are percep-
tions of truth viewed through the prism of cul-
ture; a journalist's effectiveness as an informa-
tion gatherer is enhanced through intercul-



tural communication competence, verbal as
well as non-verbal; the perception of what
constitutes "news," as well as gauging the im-
portance of "news" is culturally determined;
and interpretations and perceptions of jour-
nalists are culture bound which means that
errors of interpretation and perception are in-
evitable without sensitivity to and knowledge
about cultural differences.

Reporting about other cultures requires
special skills and knowledge. Context and
meaning must be "lifted" from one culture and
"re-presented" in a way that the audience of
another culture can understand the message
within the framework of its own context and
meaning.

Intercultural Affairs Reporting is the title
of a course I teach. It provides students op-
portunities to carry out reporting assignments
that have strong cross-cultural (especially in-
ternational but also co-cultural) themes
(Starck 1998).

Class discussions focus on intercultural
affairs reporting in mass media, some of which
is excellent. There are also poor examples, of-
ten exhibiting stereotyping, bias or prejudice--
unconscious or otherwise--or lack of context.
Too often reporters have been programmed to
make up their minds before experiencing an
event. This is a particular danger when it
comes to intercultural observation.
Walter Lippmann's famous comment about
stereotyping (1922: 54-55) is applicable: "For
the most part we do not first see, and then
define,we define first and then see."

For example: On February 20 after Tara
Lipinski won the gold medal in women's figure
skating at the Winter Olympics in Nagano, Ja-
pan, MSNBC's News Alert service on the
Internet flashed a headline on the screens of
its close to one million subscribers: "American
beats out Kwan." Lipinski is a citizen of the
United States of America, as is Nancy Kwan,
who was born in California. As you might sur-
mise, the Asian-American community was not
happy. MSNBC offered an apology. But was
"American" even the proper word? What
about Americans (north) in Canada or Ameri-
cans (south) in South America?

The aim of the class is to recognize and
work toward eliminating impediments to in-
tercultural communication. The first step is
acknowledging that prejudice, bias and ethno-

centrism begin within ourselves. The goal is to
cultivate intercultural awareness and sensitiv-
ity in order to contribute toward understand-
ing, tolerance and mutual respect.

In an era driven incessantly by technol-
ogy and "new media," we should be thinking
about the journalism of the next millennium.
This "new journalism" must have a strong in-
tercultural dimension appropriate to the glo-
bal forces shaping a world moving toward in-
creased interdependence and interconnected-
ness.( Professor at the School of Journalism
and Mass Communication, University of Iowa)
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A Report on the Conference of
Japanese Communication
Researchers in 1998
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The Conference of Japanese Communication Re-
searchers was held at Nanzan University in Nagoya
on May 16 and 17 in 1998. This is a brief report on
the keynote lecture and four proposals presented at
the conference.
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Summary Report
on the Intercultural Education
Society's 19th Convention
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IES's 19th Cnovention was held at the Kanda Uni-
versity of International Studies on May 30 and 31,
1998. The Convention featured two special task re-
search report sessions, a general business meeting,
a convention party, sixty-four paper presentations,
a symposium, and nine round-table discussions. As
a whole, it was a successful annual meeting rated
highly by the majority of some 400 participants.
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8th Ibunken Summer Seminar
"Practice and Problems of
Intercultural Communication :
Japan in Asia"
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Intercultural Communication Institute

The 8th Ibunken Summer Seminar was held for
three days, from 31th July to 2nd August, at British
Hills in Fukushima Prefecture with the participation
of more than 70 people. The program included a
keynote lecture by President Y.Ishii of KUIS, plenary
sessions by Prof.K.Takara and Prof.C.Yu, a panel
discussion by six distinguished scholars, plus three
workshops and six round table discussions.
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