PART III

CHAPTER MATERIALS

CHAPTER 6

LANGUAGE AND INTERCULTURAL COMMUNICATION

LEARNING OBJECTIVES 

· After studying the material in this chapter, students should be able to: 

· Understand the difference between language and discourse. 

· Identify and explain the components of language. 

· Identify cultural universals of language. 

· Explain how past research supports a qualified relativist position. 

· Describe some cultural variations in communication style. 

· Discuss the role of context in cultural variations of communication style. 

· Understand the role of power in discourse. 

· List some communication challenges faced by bilingual and multilingual communicators. 

· Define translation and interpretation and describe the equivalency challenges. 

· Explain the role of and challenges faced by an interpreter. 
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EXTENDED CHAPTER OUTLINE 

Introduction:  This chapter focuses on verbal aspects of intercultural communication. The social science approach generally focuses on language and its relation to intercultural communication. The interpretive approach focuses on contextual uses of linguistic codes, and the critical approach emphasizes relationships between discourse and power. The dialectical perspective will explore how language works dynamically in intercultural contexts using the personal-contextual dialectic and the static-dynamic dialectic. 

I.
The Study of Language:  Thinking Dialectically 

A. Language Versus Discourse 

1. French theorists laid the early foundation for the structural study of language and distinguished la langue (language) from la parole (discourse). 

2. La langue referred to the entire language system; its theoretical conceptualization. 

3. In the case of English this could include the various forms of English spoken around the world including pidgin and creole. 

4. La parole referred to language in use, or how language is actively used by particular communities of people, in particular contexts, for particular purposes. 

B. The Components of Language: Language is usually divided into four components. 

1. Semantics is the study of how words communicate the intended meaning in our communication. 

2. Syntactics is the study of language structure/grammar or the rules for combining words into meaningful sentences. 

3. Pragmatics is the study of the way meaning is constructed in relation to receivers and how language is actually used in particular contexts in language communities. 

4. Phonetics is the study of the sound system of language, the way words are pronounced, which units of sound (phonemes) are meaningful in a specific language, and which sounds are universal. 

5. The International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA) helps linguists transcribe the pronunciation of words in different languages. 

C. Language and Meaning 

1. Universal Dimensions of Meaning 

a. Intercultural communication scholars are interested in what issues of language are universal.  

b. Intercultural scholars are interested in the role of translation and interpretation.  

c. Intercultural scholars are concerned with the power of language and how language can be used to oppress or hurt individuals or groups of people. 

d. There are a variety of cultural variations in language. 

e. The system of difference in any language influences how we classify the entire world, including peoples and cultures. 

f. Osgood (psychologist), after years of investigating cross-cultural universals of meaning, found that every person could reflect on a word and characterize its meaning with three dimensions: evaluation, potency, and activity. 

i.  His research led to the formation of the semantic differential, a way of measuring attitudes or affective meaning. 

ii. The evaluative dimension is the degree to which one feels a word has a good or bad  meaning. 

iii. The potency dimension is the degree to which a word evokes a strong or weak  reaction. 

iv. The activity dimension is the amount of energy (fast or slow) a word evokes. 

v. These dimensions may be related to core perceptions and survival reactions, and the most powerful dimension is the evaluative dimension. 

2. Cross-Cultural Comparisons of Meaning: Osgood's dimensions are useful in making cross-cultural comparisons and helping us to understand that expressions may not communicate the same meanings in different cultures. 

D.  Language and Perception: How much of our perception is shaped by the language we speak? The debate over this question has spawned two different points of view: the nominalist position and the relativist position. 

1. The Nominalist Position: This position assumes that perception is not shaped by the particular language we speak. 

2. The Relativist Position: This position assumes that language is powerful and that the particular language we speak determines our thinking and perception of reality and is best represented by the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis. 

a. This hypothesis suggests that our language is the shaper of our ideas and guides our mental activity. 

b. According to this hypothesis, language shapes our experience. 

c. It questions the basic assumption that we all inhabit the same perceptual world. 

d. The qualified relativist position takes a more moderate view of the relation between language and perception, recognizing language as a tool rather than a mirror of perception. 

E.  Recent Research Findings 

1. Language Acquisition in Children: If language structures thought, then language should be acquired before and should influence thought. Psychologists who have wrestled with this issue have found that language and thought are so closely interrelated that it is difficult to speak of one influencing the other; their work does not support a strong relativist position. 

2. Cross-Cultural Differences in Language:  Research suggests that groups with different languages do not perceive their world in different ways. Hence, they do not support the nominalist position, nor provide strong evidence to support the relativist position. 

3. Cognition of Children Who Are Deaf:  Researchers have found that the deaf have the same semantic or categorizing competence and higher cognitive skills as the hearing. Their worldviews do not seem to differ from hearing students. 

II. 
Cultural Variations in Language: Language is powerful, and the particular language we use may predispose us to think in particular ways and not in others. For example, the use of the honorific may affect the way speakers of some languages think about formality and informality in their communication. 

A. Variations in Communication Style: Communication style combines both language and nonverbal communication. 

1. It is the tonal coloring or the metamessage that contextualizes how listeners accept and interpret verbal messages. 

2. Some cultural groups prefer high-context communication over low-context communication styles. 

3. High-context communicators find most of the information communicated in the physical context or internalized in the person, whereas low-context communicators depend on the coded, explicit, transmitted part of the message (verbal code) for information. 

4. People in the United States tend to value low-context communication in many settings, whereas some other cultural groups value high-context communication. 

Note: The following four dimensions of communication style difference were identified by Gudykunst and Ting-Toomey (1988). 

5. Direct/Indirect Styles: This dimension refers to the extent to which speakers reveal their intentions through explicit verbal communication and emphasizes low-context communication. 

a. Direct: Verbal messages reveal the speaker's true intentions, needs, wants, and desires. 

b. Indirect: The verbal message is often designed to camouflage the speaker's true intentions. 

c. Individuals or groups do not stick with one style but determine their degree of directness by the context. 

d; English speakers in the United States tend to prefer the direct style. 

e. Other groups prefer the indirect style because preserving relationships is valued more than being totally honest. 

f. Misunderstandings sometimes occur between people who have different priorities for truth, honesty, harmony, and conflict-avoidance in relationships. 

6. Elaborate/Exact/Succinct Styles: Refers to the quantity of talk that is valued. 

a. Elaborate: Use of rich, expressive language in everyday talk. 

b. Succinct: Values understatement, simple assertions, and silence. 

c. Exact: Values giving only the amount of information that is required; it is between the elaborate and succinct styles. 

d. These different uses of language communicate different things to various audiences. 

7. Personal/Contextual: Refers to the emphasis placed on the speaker as an individual or the speaker as a role. 

a. Personal: Characterized by the use of linguistic devices to enhance the sense of "I." 

b. Contextual: Language emphasizes prescribed role relationships, stresses status and formality. 

8. Instrumental/Affective: Closely related to the direct/indirect style. 

a. Instrumental: Sender-oriented and goal-oriented. 

i. The burden is on the speaker to make the meaning clear. 

ii. Assertiveness is valued and persuasive skills are important. 

b. Affective: Receiver-oriented and process-oriented; the burden for identifying the meaning is on the receiver. 

c. A dialectical perspective can help people avoid stereotyping groups based on their communication styles. 

B. Variations in Contextual Rules: The dialectical perspective recognizes that communication styles vary by context. 

1. People communicate differently in different speech communities. 

2.  Communication styles are frequently adapted for the contexts we communicate in. 

III.
Discourse:  Language and Power:  Discourse refers to language in use; all discourse is social. In discourse, the language that is used is dependent not only on the context but on social relations (and power differential) as well. 

A. Co-cultural Communication: Orbe's co-cultural communication theory suggests that groups with the most power consciously or unconsciously develop a communication system to support their perceptions of the world. Hence, groups without power, co-cultural groups, must function in communication systems that may not represent their experiences. 

1. This causes a dialectical struggle as they. have to decide when to adapt to the dominant group's style and when not to. 

2. Orbe has identified three general co-cultural group orientations (nonassertive, assertive, aggressive) with three different emphases (assimilation, accommodation, separation) toward the dominant group for a total of nine strategies; strategy choice depends on preferred outcome, perceived costs and rewards, and context. 

a. Nonassertive 

i. Separation: Avoiding, maintaining interpersonal barriers. 

ii. Accommodation: Increasing visibility, dispelling stereotypes. 

iii. Assimilation: Emphasizing commonalities, developing positive face, censoring self. 

b. Assertive 

i. Separation: Communicating self, intragroup networking, exemplifying strengths, embracing stereotypes. 

ii. Accommodation: Communicating self, intragroup networking, using liaisons, educating others. 

iii. Assimilation: Extensive preparation, overcompensating, manipulating stereotypes, bargaining. 

c. Aggressive 

i. Separation: Attacking, sabotaging others. 

ii. Accommodation: Confronting, gaining advantage. 

iii. Assimilation: Dissociating, mirroring, strategic distancing, ridiculing self. 

B. Semiotics: The study of semiotics is the study of how different discursive units communicate meaning. 

1. Semiosis is the process of producing meaning. 

2. Barthes' (1980) framework suggests that meaning is constructed through the interpretation of signs – the combination of signifiers and signifieds. 

3. Signifiers are culturally constructed, arbitrary words or symbols we use to refer to something else, the signified. 

4. The meaning or the relationship between the signfier and the signified depends on how the signifier is used. 

5. Signifiers may possess multiple layers of meaning or myths. 

6. Semiotics can be useful for helping unravel the ways that cultural codes regulate verbal and nonverbal communication systems. 

7. Our interest is in the ways that signifiers are combined and configured. 

8. Semiotic systems rely on many codes taken from a variety of places: economic institutions, history, politics, religion, and so forth. 

9. Cultural contexts regulate semiotic frameworks and transform communication situations. 

10. Nation-states have multiple cultural contexts within their borders that are regulated by their own semiotic systems. 

C. Discourse and Social Structure: Societies are structured so that individuals occupy specific social positions. 

1. Not all positions are equivalent. 

2. Power is the central element of the focus on social position. 

3. When people communicate their group membership and social position, they inform us about how communication functions and the meaning of what is being communicated. 

D. The "Power" Effects of Labels 

1. The use of labels, as signifiers, acknowledges particular aspects of our social identity. 

2. Context affects the intensity of our feelings about a label. 

3. Concern over labels occurs when people feel trapped or mislabeled. 

4. Without labels it would be almost impossible to communicate; the problems occur when people disagree with or dislike the labels. 

5. Labels communicate various levels of meaning and establish relationships between the communicators. 

6. Sometimes people offend others with the labels they use because they are not aware of what the labels mean to them. 

7. The messages communicated by the labels vary by the social position of the speaker; labels used by people in power positions may have a greater impact. 

IV.
Moving Between Languages
A.  Multilingualism 

1. A bilingual person speaks two languages.

2. People who speak more than two languages are multilingual. 

3. They rarely speak the different languages with the same fluency, and it is common for them to prefer one language over another depending on the context and topic. 

4. Entire nations may be bilingual or multilingual. 

5. Bilinguals negotiate which language will be used, and these decisions are sometimes motivated by power and sometimes by courtesy to others. 

6. Bilingualism results from the same imperatives as the need for intercultural communication (for example, mobility, business opportunities, and so forth). 

7. Some are motivated to become bilingual for personal imperatives (for example, "growth, freedom, a liberation from the ugliness of our received ideas and mentalities"). 

8. People may use foreign languages to escape the history of oppression in their own languages. 

9. Language may be thought of as a "prison house"; the semantic, syntactic, pragmatic, and phonetic systems are enmeshed in a social system from which the only escape may be learning another language. 

10. Learning languages is not easy, but the rewards are great. 

11. Interlanguage is a kind of communication that emerges when speakers of one language are speaking in another language.

a. Interlanguage may violate rules of both languages, and may serve to resist dominant cultures.

b. Interlanguage may not make sense to people who do not speak both languages or live in the spaces between them.

12. Dialectical tensions arise over different languages and different meaning systems around the world. 

B. Translation and Interpretation 

1. Translation refers to the process of producing a written text that refers to something said or written in another language. 

a. The source text is in the original language. 

b. The translated text is the target text. 

2. Interpretation refers to the process of verbally expressing what is said or written in another language. 

a. Simultaneous interpretation occurs when the interpreter is speaking at the same time as the original speaker. 

b. Consecutive interpretation occurs when the interpreter speaks during breaks provided by the original speaker. 

3. Equivalent meanings are not easily transferred from one language to the next, due to linguistic differences. 

4. Issues of Equivalency and Accuracy 

a. Languages differ in their flexibility of expression for different topics, which makes accuracy in translation even more difficult. 

b. Translation studies have focused on equivalency and accuracy, comparing the translated meaning to the original meaning. 

c. The intercultural communication focus has been on the bridges that are built to cross from one language to another. 

5. Role of the Translator or Interpreter 

a. Although some assume that translators and interpreters are "invisible," they play an intermediary role and often regulate what is said. 

b. Sometimes we assume that anyone who knows both languages can be a translator or interpreter, but high levels of fluency in two languages are not enough. 

c. The task requires far more than language equivalency; it also requires greater insight into the wide variety of ways meanings may be communicated in differing social contexts and relations. 

d. The field of translation studies is becoming more central to academic inquiry. 

V.
Language and Identity:  Part of our cultural identity is tied to the language(s) we speak.  Identity, language, and history often create tensions between who we think we are and who others think we are.

A. Code Switching

1. Code switching refers to the phenomenon of changing languages, dialects, or accents.

2. People code switch for several reasons:

a. to accommodate other speakers

b. to avoid accommodating others

c. to express another aspect of their cultural identity

3. Code switching can take on important political meaning.

4. The use of different ways of communicating creates different cultural contexts and relationships.

VI.
Language Politics and Policies 

A. Nations vary in their number of official languages. 

B. Language policies are laws or customs that determine which language is spoken where and when. 

C. Language policies are embedded in the politics of class, culture, ethnicity, and economics--not language quality. 

D. Belgium serves as an example of a country where language policies and politics are in dialectical tension with the history of the language groups, economic relations, and political power.

VII.
Language and Globalization
A. Rapid changes are occurring in the languages spoken and learned in the world.

B. The dream of a common international language has marked Western ways of thinking since attempts to establish Greek, Latin, and French as the lingua franca of Europe.

C. Today, the dominance of English raises important issues for intercultural communication.

1. The intimate connections between language and culture mean that the diffusion of English is tied to the spread of U.S. American culture around the world.

2. This linguistic power imbalance may disempower those who are not fluent in English and may lead to resentment.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

Questions from the Text 

1. Why is it important for intercultural communication scholars to study both language and discourse? 

2. What is the relationship between our language and the way we perceive reality? 

3. What are some cross-cultural variations in language use and communication style? 

4. What aspects of context influence the choice of communication style? 

5. What does a translator or an interpreter need to know to be effective? 

6. Why is it important to know the social positions of individuals or groups involved in intercultural communication? 

7. Why do some people say that we should not use labels to refer to people but should treat everybody as individuals? Do you agree? 

8. Why do people have such strong reactions to language policies, as in the "English only" movement? 

Additional Questions 

1. What are some advantages to being bilingual or multilingual? 

2. What are some of the challenges to speaking more than one language? 

3. How do language policies affect intercultural relationships within nations? 

4. What are the responsibilities of an effective translator? 

5. What is the relationship between the signified and the signifier? 

6. What are some of the ways co-cultures adapt to dominant group communication styles? 

CLASSROOM EXERCISES AND CHAPTER ASSIGNMENTS 

1. Specialized Discourse Exercise: Ask students to form small groups and try to identify different communities that use discourse in distinct and specialized ways that limit the access other groups have to those communities (for example, medical doctors, computer specialists, and so forth). Ask students to present their examples to the class and discuss the role of discourse in creating exclusions and inclusions. 

2. Symbol Perception Exercise: Pick a common noun (for example, the name of an animal or object). Tell your students that you are going to say a word and ask them to write a description of the word using adjectives to describe the first mental picture they received when they heard the word. Say the word and give students 3 to 5 minutes to write their descriptions. Invite students to read their descriptions and discuss the variations of their ideas. Consider the potential for misunderstandings if people communicated about the word from their different mental pictures. This exercise could lead to a discussion of the relationship between the signifier and the signified. 

3. Nuts and Bolts of Second Language Acquisition Assignment: The purpose of this assignment is to familiarize students who have not experienced learning a second language with the challenges and benefits of this process. Instruct students to select someone they know who has learned to speak another language fluently (this could be someone who has lived in another country or someone from another country who is living here) and interview the person about what it was like to learn the second language, why he or she was motivated to learn it, and the process he or she went through. Students should then write a brief report about what they learned to answer the question, "What you should know about learning _." 

4. Current Language Issues Assignment: This assignment is designed to increase students awareness of current debates over language usage. Choose a language-related issue (for example, English only or bilingual education) and assign each student a context/role to focus their exploration of the topic. For example, if you chose the English only debate, one student team could represent the federal government, one team could represent the group of non-English speaking immigrants, another could represent the police department or health system, and one could represent English-speaking tax payers. Instruct each team to split into two pairs. One pair is assigned to debate the positive benefits of the proposed language issue, and the other pair is assigned to debate its drawbacks for people in their role/context. Students should work as pairs to research their side of the issue. Each student should write a three- to four-page brief of his or her position to turn in as part of the assignment. You should probably give them two weeks to prepare for a class debate on the issue. Students will probably need part of the class period before the scheduled debate to coordinate efforts with their partners. On the day you split the students into teams, you should briefly discuss the history of the issue with your students and describe the format for the debate. On the day the debate is scheduled, arrange the desks in a large circle and instruct the student teams to sit together. You may want to make place cards for each team so that the other teams will be able to remember from which perspective they are speaking. Start the debate by choosing one team to present the issue from their context/role perspective. Give each pair three minutes to present their side of the debate. After each team is finished, all the students are allowed to question the teams or to challenge their positions in as-minute cross-examination. This process continues until all of the teams have presented on the issue. 

To debrief the debate you could discuss the following questions: 

a. What do you know about this issue that you did not know before the debate? 

b. Is it easier for you to take a stand on this issue now than it was before the debate? Why? 

c. What do you think will have to happen in society for the conflict over this issue to be resolved? 

d. What are the possible solutions? 

e. What will be the outcomes for intercultural communication and relationships between cultural groups? 

f. How does the debate over this issue in society affect intercultural communication and intercultural relationships today? 

g. What is the role of power in the debates over this issue? 

5. Variations in Language Style Assignment: This assignment is designed to help students differentiate between the three communication styles of elaborate, exact, and succinct. Assign or have students locate and read a speech written in one of the three communication styles. During class, students will read an excerpt from their speech that they believe best exemplifies that style of speech. Students then discuss which style they preferred, why they preferred it, and l'\ow each style can be both negatively and positively evaluated by others simply based on personal and cultural preferences. 

6. Regional Language Variations: Show students the video American Tongues prior to asking the students to form small groups. Discuss the many examples of regional variations in language portrayed in this video. 

SUGGESTED VIDEOS 

1. Bilingual Americans. Distributed by New York, NY: Video Knowledge: Bennu, 1990. This two-part video explores languages issues and the impact of culture on U.S. American society. (55 minutes) 

2. Dialects. Distributed by Indiana University, 1959. This video demonstrates some of the different dialects found in the United States and describes the geographical areas where the dialects are found. (29 minutes) 

3. American Tongues. Distributed by Facets MultiMedia, 1988. This video examines the regional diversity of American accents, dialects, and slang, as well as attitudes toward language use (specifically southern and Black English dialects). (56 minutes) 
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