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      Ho Man is a university student in Hong Kong majoring in English for Professional Communication. 
Late in the evenings after she has fi nished her schoolwork she likes to catch up with her friends on 
Facebook. Her grandmother, who has no idea what Facebook is, sometimes scolds Ho Man for 
staying up so late and spending so much time  “ playing ”  on her computer. One of Ho Man ’ s best 
friends is Steven, a university student in Southern California who is majoring in environmental 
science. They met on an online fan forum devoted to a Japanese anime called Vampire Hunter 
D, and when they write on each other ’ s Facebook walls much of what they post has to do with 
this anime. This is not, however, their only topic of conversation. Sometimes they use the chat 
function on Facebook to talk about more private things like their families, their boyfriends (Steven 
is gay), and even religion. Ho Man is still mystifi ed by the fact that her friend in America is a 
Buddhist. Ho Man is a Christian and has been since she entered university two years ago. She 
goes to church every Sunday and belongs to a Bible study group on campus. As far as she is con-
cerned, people should be able to believe in any religion they want. On the other hand, she still has 
trouble understanding why her friend, who is the same age that she is, believes in the same religion 
that her grandmother does.  

 The short anecdote above is an illustration of  “ intercultural communication, ”  that is, it is 
an example of communication between an American from California and a Chinese living 
in Hong Kong. The fact that Ho Man is Chinese and Steven is American, however, seems 
to be, if not the least signifi cant, perhaps the least interesting aspect of this situation. In any 
case, it does not seem to interfere at all with their ability to communicate. 

 There are also other ways Ho Man and her friend Steven are different. Ho Man is female 
and Steven is male. Ho Man is heterosexual and Steven is homosexual. Ho Man is an English 
major and Steven is a science major. Similarly, none of these differences seems to result in 
any serious  “ miscommunication. ”  In fact, their difference in sexuality actually gives them 
a common topic to talk about: boys. 

 One difference that does cause some confusion, at least for Ho Man, is the fact that she 
is a Christian and her American friend is a Buddhist. What is interesting about this is that 
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it is the opposite of what one might expect. It is, however, not particularly surprising. Over 
80 percent of university students in Hong Kong identify themselves as Christians, and 
Buddhism has been one of the fastest growing religions in California since the late 1960s. 
Even though Ho Man considers this strange, it still is not the source of any serious miscom-
munication between the two of them. 

 Maybe one reason they do manage to communicate so well is that, for all their differences, 
they also have a lot of things in common. They are both the same age. They are both uni-
versity students. They are both members of the Facebook  “ community ”  and feel comfort-
able with computer - mediated communication in general. And they are both fans of a 
particular animated story, the source of which, ironically, is a culture to which neither of 
them belongs. And they both speak English. In fact, Ho Man seems to have much more in 
common with her gay American friend than she does with her own grandmother, who is 
also Chinese. At the same time, Steven has something in common with Ho Man ’ s grand-
mother that she doesn ’ t: they are both Buddhists. 

 This example is meant to illustrate the fact that intercultural communication is often 
more complicated than we might think, especially in today ’ s  “ wired, ”  globalized world. 

 Usually when we think of intercultural communication, we think of people from two 
different countries such as China and the United States communicating with each other and 
proceed to search for problems in their communication as a result of their different 
nationalities. 

 But  “ North American culture ”  and  “ Chinese culture ”  are not the only two cultures that 
we are dealing with in this situation. We are also dealing with Japanese culture, gay culture, 
university student culture, Hong Kong Christian culture and North American Buddhist 
culture, gender cultures and generational cultures, the cultures of various internet websites 
and of the affi nity groups that develop around particular products of popular culture. 

 There is nothing at all unusual about this situation. In fact, all situations involve com-
munication between people who, rather than belonging to only one culture, belong to a 
whole lot of different cultures at the same time. Some of these cultures they share with the 
people they are talking to, and some of them they do not. And some of these cultural dif-
ferences and similarities will affect the way they communicate, and some of them will be 
totally irrelevant. 

 The real question, then, is not whether any given moment of communication is an 
instance of  “ intercultural communication. ”  All communication is to some degree intercul-
tural, whether it occurs between Ho Man and her Facebook friend, Ho Man and her boy-
friend, or Ho Man and her grandmother. The real question is,  what good does it do to see a 
given moment of communication as a moment of intercultural communication ? What kinds of 
things can we accomplish by looking at it this way? What kinds of problems can we avoid 
or solve?  

  The Problem with Culture 

 But wait a minute, you may say. While it seems normal to talk about  “ North American 
culture ”  and  “ Chinese culture ”  and even  “ gay culture ”  and  “ Christian culture, ”  can we also 
talk about the  “ culture ”  of university students (even when they go to university in different 
countries), the  “ culture ”  of English majors or environmental science majors, the  “ culture ”  
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of fans of a particular Japanese anime, or Facebook  “ culture ” ? One problem is that the term 
 “ culture ”  may not be particularly well suited to talk about all of the different groups that 
we belong to which may affect the way we think, behave, and interact with others. In other 
words,  “ culture ”  may not be a particularly useful word to use when talking about  “ inter-
cultural communication. ”  

 The biggest problem with the word culture is that nobody seems to know exactly what 
it means, or rather, that it means very different things to different people. Some people 
speak of culture as if it is a thing that you have, like courage or intelligence, and that 
some people have more of it and some people less. Others talk about culture as something 
that people live inside of like a country or a region or a building  –  they speak, for example, 
of people leaving their cultures and going to live in other people ’ s cultures. Some consider 
culture something people think, a set of beliefs or values or mental patterns that people in 
a particular group share. Still others regard culture more like a set of rules that people follow, 
rather like the rules of a game, which they can either conform to or break, and others think 
of it as a set of largely unconscious habits that govern people ’ s behavior without them fully 
realizing it. There are those who think that culture is something that is rather grand, some-
thing one fi nds in the halls of museums and between the covers of old books, while there 
are others who believe that true culture is to be found in the everyday lives of everyday 
people. There are those who cherish culture as the thing that holds us together, and others 
who deride it as the thing that drives us apart. 

 All of these views of culture are useful in some way, in that they help to illuminate a 
different aspect of human behavior by leading us to ask certain very productive questions. 
Seeing culture as a set of rules, for example, leads us to ask how people learn these rules 
and how they display competence in them to other members of their culture. Seeing culture 
as a set of traditions leads us to ask why some aspects of behavior survive to be passed on 
to later generations and some do not. Seeing culture as a particular way of thinking forces 
us to consider how the human mind is shaped and the relationship between individual 
cognition and collective cognition. Each defi nition of culture can lead us down a different 
pathway, and all of these pathways are potentially fruitful. 

 It is best, then, to think of culture not as one thing or another, not as a  thing  at all, but 
rather as a  heuristic . A  heuristic  is a  “ tool for thinking. ”  The word comes from the Greek 
word meaning  “ to fi nd ”  or  “ to discover. ”  It is rumored that when the Greek mathematician 
Archimedes realized, after getting into a bath and watching the water overfl ow, that he could 
use this method to measure the volume of objects, he ran naked through the streets of 
Syracuse shouting,  “  Heureka!  ”  (rather than, as is commonly recalled,  “ Eureka ” ), meaning 
 “ I have found it! ”  Each of these different views of culture has the potential to lead us to a 
different kind of  “ Heureka. ”  At the same time, none of them alone can be considered defi ni-
tive or complete. The way we will be approaching the problem of culture and the phenom-
enon of intercultural communication in this book will draw insights from many of these 
different views of culture, as well as from the ideas of people who never used the word 
culture at all. At the same time, we will, we hope, come up with ways of helping you to use 
these various ideas about culture without being  “ taken in ”  by them, without falling into the 
trap of thinking that any particular construction of  “ culture ”  is actually something  “ real. ”  

 Perhaps the best defi nition of culture we can settle on for now, though we will be revisit-
ing and revising the concept throughout this book, is that culture is  “ a way of dividing 
people up into groups according to some feature of these people which helps us to under-
stand something about them and how they are different from or similar to other people. ”  
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While this defi nition seems rather innocuous, it really points to what is probably the trickiest 
aspect of this notion of  “ culture, ”  and that is, when you are dividing people up, where do 
you draw the line? You might, for example, want to use geographical boundaries to divide 
people up, to speak, for example, of French, Brazilians, British, Chinese, or Americans. 
Putting all the people in China, however, into one category might mask the fact that people 
in the northern part of China eat different food, celebrate different festivals, and speak a 
different language than people in the southern part, or that older people living in China, 
who may have been alive during the time of Mao Zedong, tend to have very different ideas 
about life than their grandchildren who are growing up in a rapidly expanding consumer 
economy. It might also mask the many similarities people living in China might have with 
people living in France, Brazil, the United Kingdom or the United States. This problem 
gets even worse when we make our categories bigger, when we start talking, for example, 
of Easterners and Westerners, Latinos and Northerners, Middle Easterners, and Europeans. 
Even when we try to narrow our categories, however, to speak perhaps of New Yorkers or 
Parisians, the same kinds of problems arise. Do the Wall Street banker and the taxi driver 
who drives him to his offi ce really belong to the same culture? In some ways they do, and 
in some ways they don ’ t. 

 This is the fundamental problem with all  heuristics , that while they illuminate or help us 
to focus on some things, they can distort other things or hide them from our view altogether. 
Later in this book we will discuss how this aspect of dividing people into groups can lead 
to two particular kinds of problems: one we call  “ lumping, ”  thinking that all of the people 
who belong to one  “ culture ”  are the same, and the other we call  “ binarism, ”  thinking people 
are different just because they belong to different  “ cultures. ”  

 There are other problems as well with studying intercultural communication, one of 
which many of us who specialize in this fi eld have experienced: You pick a situation to 
study as an intercultural situation and then you fi nd that nothing at all seems to have gone 
wrong. The social interaction proceeds smoothly and you come to feel that there is, after 
all, nothing to the idea that intercultural communication causes problems of communication. 
Alternatively, you pick a situation to study and things  do  go wrong, but it is very hard to 
argue that the problems arise out of cultural differences rather than other more basic dif-
ferences such as that the participants have different goals. For example, even when a 
Japanese businessperson fails to sell his product to an Indonesian customer, the reasons are 
likely to have to do with product quality or suitability, with the pricing or delivery structure, 
or perhaps with the even more basic problem that the customer did not really seek to buy 
the product in the fi rst place, and the differences between  “ being Japanese and  “ being 
Indonesian ”  have nothing to do with it. 

 Even more fundamental than this problem is the problem of bias in the research. How 
does a researcher isolate a situation to study as  “ intercultural communication ”  in the fi rst 
place? If you start by picking a conversation between an  “ American ”  and a  “ Chinese, ”  you 
have started by presupposing that  “ Americans ”  and  “ Chinese ”  will be different from each 
other, that this difference will be signifi cant, and that this difference is the most important 
and defi ning aspect of that social situation. In most cases, none of these can be assumed to 
be true and yet if the researcher begins by making this assumption and goes through the 
long, painstaking work of careful analysis, human nature is likely to lead this researcher to 
 fi nd  signifi cant differences and to attribute those differences to his or her a priori categories 
 “ American ”  and  “ Chinese ”  whether they really fi t or not. 
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  Culture  i s a  v erb 

 While throughout this book we will be trying to avoid committing ourselves to one defi nition 
of culture or another, mostly by trying to steer clear of the term culture as much as possible, 
if you were to force us to admit what we really think culture is, chances are we would say 
something like  “ culture is a verb. ”  This rather provocative statement is actually the title of 
an article by an anthropologist named Brian Street who is particularly interested in the idea 
of literacy. What he means by literacy, however, is a bit different from what most people 
mean by it. Rather than just the ability to read and write, Street would defi ne literacy as 
something like the communicative practices that people engage in to show that they are 
particular kinds of people or belong to particular groups. Thus the ability to sing or shop or 
dress in certain ways or operate certain kinds of machines, along with the ability to read and 
write certain kinds of texts, would all be seen as kinds of literacy. The most important thing, 
though, is that these  “ abilities ”  are not just a matter of individual learning or intelligence, 
but a matter of living together with other people and interacting with them in certain ways. 

 What we mean when we say  “ culture is a verb ”  is that culture is not something that you 
think or possess or live inside of. It is something that you  do . And the way that you do it 
might be different at different times and in different circumstances. The way Ho Man 
 “ does ”   “ Chinese culture, ”  for example, is likely to be very different when she is talking to 
her grandmother and when she is posting comments on her friend ’ s Facebook wall, which 
brings us back to Street ’ s idea of literacy  –  talking to grandmothers and writing on Facebook 
walls involve very different sets of knowledge and abilities. 

 To say  “ culture is a verb ”  has some important implications for the study of intercultural 
communication. It means that if we want to understand intercultural communication we 
should not focus so much on the people and try to fi gure out something about them based 
on the  “ culture ”  they belong to. Rather we should focus on what they are  doing  and try to 
understand what kinds of tools they have at their disposal to do it. Most cross - cultural 
research takes as its unit of analysis cultural systems of meaning or behaving or thinking, 
and these systems are also important in our approach. But they are only important in so far 
as they affect how people do things with other people. Thus, our unit of analysis will not 
be just systems of culture by themselves nor just the individual person by herself or himself, 
but rather  “ people doing things ”  using these systems of culture. 

 In order to do anything, we need to use certain tools. To convey ideas to another person, 
for example, we need language or some other system of communication. To cook a meal, 
we need certain kinds of pots and pans and other implements. To a large extent the kinds 
of ideas we can convey and the way we can convey them depend on the kinds of commu-
nication systems we have available to us. Similarly, the kinds of meals that we can cook 
depend on the equipment that we have in our kitchen. Not everybody has the same tools 
available to them, and even when they do, not everybody uses them in exactly the same way. 
These tools come from the different groups that we belong to  –  families, communities, 
institutions like schools and workplaces  –  and when we use them we are not only getting a 
certain job done in a certain way, we are also showing that we are members, to one degree 
or another, of the social groups that provided us with these tools. At the risk of overusing 
the word  “ culture, ”  we will be calling these tools  “ cultural tools. ”  They include physical 
things like forks and chopsticks, articles of clothing, and technologies like mobile telephones, 
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but also more abstract things like languages, certain kinds of texts, conventional ways of 
treating people, social institutions and structures, and even concepts like  “ freedom ”  and 
 “ justice. ”  

 All tools have histories, which means that any particular person is not free to use them 
in an arbitrary way, but must use them within some range of restricted or shared meanings. 
And so these tools bring with them to any action a pre - established set of limitations. At the 
same time, these tools are also altered through their use and thus no use of any cultural tool 
is absolutely determinant of the social action that it can be used to perform. Put another 
way, all cultural tools bring into social action a set of contradictions and complications, 
which are the sources of both limitations and of ambiguity, novelty, and creation. 

 Since, as we noted before, all of us belong to lots of different cultures at once, we also 
have lots of different cultural tools available to us to take actions, which we borrow strategi-
cally when we are interacting with different people in different situations. Because when we 
borrow a certain tool we are in some way identifying with the social group from which the 
tool comes, our decision to use a particular cultural tool (or not use it) may be determined 
not just by what we want to do, but also by who we want to  be , the group that we want to 
claim membership in at any given moment. 

 Many people in Hong Kong, for example, have access to the tool of English for com-
munication, which they use quite comfortably with one another when they are at school or 
in the offi ce. It is considered strange, however, to use it in daily conversation. This contrasts 
sharply with Singapore and India where, since the people around you may be native speakers 
of a variety of different languages, English is used as a convenient  lingua franca . Since most 
Hong Kongers also speak Cantonese, English is not necessary for communication in the 
same way. At the same time, using English carries with it certain kinds of social meanings 
based partly on the groups of people that use it such as teachers and other authority fi gures 
as well as non - Cantonese speaking  “ foreigners, ”  and so by appropriating English into casual 
conversation with another Cantonese speaker, one might be claiming a certain affi liation 
with those groups of people, or one might be thought by the people to whom one is talking 
to be claiming such an affi liation, to be  “ showing off, ”  or, at the very least, to be acting 
unduly formal. This brings us to another point about which we will have a great deal to say 
later in this book, the fact that when we appropriate and use particular cultural tools, we 
are not just claiming that we are particular kinds of people. We are also making claims about 
other people and the kinds of groups they belong to. 

 This is not to say we are always conscious of how and why we act in particular ways or 
appropriate particular cultural tools into those actions. Most of the time we are not con-
sciously aware of the processes that go into appropriating and using cultural tools. We just 
do what  “ comes naturally ”  in the course of social interactions. In fact, when we do become 
conscious of these processes, it is often because we perceive something to have gone wrong, 
and when other people point out the processes to us we sometimes feel rather self - conscious. 
If we have worked hard at learning how to say,  “ Please take me to Beijing University ”  so 
that when we arrive at the airport we can board a taxi and get to our destination without 
trouble, we are pleased if the taxi driver just takes us there, but if he should launch into 
some commentary about how we have pronounced it, even if it is entirely complimentary, 
we may feel that the focus has shifted ground unpleasantly. British and North Americans 
who have lived in China for some time are equally put off when people quite enthusiastically 
say,  “ Oh you know how to use chopsticks! ”  That is, it is in the nature of much social practice 
for it to be and to remain out of conscious awareness. 
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 Most of what we know and do, we know and do without knowing how. We have just 
 “ picked up ”  how to walk like our parents, how to talk like them, how to  be  a certain sort of 
person within a certain type of group. Of course, children growing up in the same family 
or the same community, members of the same social class, members of the same gender 
groups and generations and so forth, will have very similar experiences and so similar sets 
of cultural tools available to them and similar ways of using them. 

 Cultural tools evolve in social groups and change over time as they are passed down from 
generation to generation. They also might be taken up by other social groups and adapted 
to fi t their needs. English, for example, is a tool that has changed considerably over the 
years. The way it was used by writers in the eighteenth century was rather different than 
the way it is being used by the authors of this book. Furthermore, although it originated in 
the British Isles, it has, for various reasons, spread all over the world and, as it has been 
taken up by new groups of speakers, it has been altered and adapted to fi t the particular 
circumstances of its use. And so the English spoken in India is rather different from that 
spoken in Australia. 

 Finally, cultural tools that originate in a particular social group tend to have some rela-
tionship with other tools that also originate in the same group. Cultural tools come in  “ sets, ”  
and they reinforce and complement other tools. A carpenter has a toolkit, which includes a 
hammer, a saw, a screwdriver, and other tools that allow her to do things with wood, because 
working with wood is something she does all day long. One would not expect to fi nd other 
tools like a cake mixer or a shovel in her toolkit. This is not to say that she does not have 
access to these tools or know how to use them. When she is not on the job, she may enjoy 
baking cakes or tending to her backyard garden. The point is, when she is  being  a carpenter, 
she is likely to draw from her carpenter ’ s toolkit, and when she is  being  a baker or home 
gardener, she is likely to draw from different toolkits. We will be calling the  “ cultural 
toolkits ”  which we draw upon to communicate with one another and enact different social 
identities  discourse systems .   

  Discourse 

 We have chosen to call this book  Intercultural Communication: a discourse approach , and so 
we should at the outset explain what we mean by that. The word  “ discourse ”  is almost as 
dangerous as the word  “ culture ”   –  that is, it means very different things to different people. 
Perhaps the most common meaning of discourse is language above the level of the sentence. 
And so, while someone who analyzes the way words are put together to form sentences 
might be called a grammarian, a person who studies the way sentences are put together to 
form texts would be called a  “ discourse analyst. ”  Discourse analysts study all kinds of texts 
including letters, newspaper articles, conversations, jokes, meetings, interviews, emails, and 
television programs. To some extent, this book will draw upon this defi nition of discourse. 
Our basic interest will be in face - to - face conversation within speech events such as meetings, 
conversations, or interviews, but we will also concern ourselves with written communication 
of various kinds as well as with computer mediated communication, which can involve 
complex mixtures of writing, speaking, pictures, and video. 

 At the same time, discourse analysis has undergone many changes over the past thirty 
years, most of which have resulted in researchers taking a much broader view of what 
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discourse itself really is. While our primary analyses are based on what happens in specifi c 
social interactions, our long - range goal is to address what the French philosopher Michel 
Foucault has referred to as  “ orders of discourse ”  and the American discourse analyst James 
Paul Gee has called  “ Discourses with a capital  ‘ D ’ . ”  Foucault and others have given a variety 
of names to these broad discourses such as when we speak of  “ the discourse of entertain-
ment, ”   “ the discourse of medicine, ”   “ the discourse of law, ”  or  “ business discourse. ”  Here 
the meaning intended is the broad range of everything which can be said or talked about or 
symbolized within a particular, recognizable domain. Our own term for this is  discourse 
system , which we will further explain in the following chapters. 

 For now, we will simply say that a discourse system is a  “ cultural toolkit ”  consisting of 
four main kinds of things: ideas and beliefs about the world, conventional ways of treating 
other people, ways of communicating using various kinds of texts, media, and  “ languages, ”  
and methods of learning how to use these other tools. 

  Discourse  s ystems 

 On Sundays Rodney Jones likes to go to the beach on the island where he lives to practice 
yoga with his friends. When he does this, he is participating in a particular discourse system, 
which we might call the Yoga discourse system. This discourse system has associated with 
it a complex set of ideas and beliefs about the physical and spiritual world, which can be 
traced back to the writings of the ancient Indian sage Patanjali and which are intimately 
connected to Hinduism. Although Rodney has read parts of the Yoga Sutras of Patanjali 
somewhere along the line, he does not by any means fully understand the complicated 
system of physiology, psychology, and cosmology behind the physical positions he performs. 
Neither is he a Hindu. However, by performing yoga positions he is in some way  embodying  
this system of beliefs and concepts, whether he understands them or not. 

 Part of this discourse system has to do with the way people treat one another while they 
are attending the yoga class. It is customary, for example, to show people respect by putting 
one ’ s palms together and saying  namaste . How one treats the teacher is especially important. 
One might address the teacher (who, in this case, is also not a Hindu) with particular respect, 
and the teacher is given the right not just to tell students what to do, but even to move about 
manipulating the bodies of his or her students. 

 Rodney may also communicate in a rather different way when he is with this group of 
weekend yogis. He may, for example, use Sanskrit terms like  sirsasana  and  padmasana  to 
describe certain positions, although his knowledge of the Sanskrit language is limited to 
these few words. He might also use English terms (which often refer to poses using the 
names of animals), and when he does he might fi nd himself uttering sentences which, outside 
of this group, would sound rather odd if not totally incomprehensible, sentences like  “ Let ’ s 
do a dog, ”  or  “ She does a nice cow. ”  

 Finally, the method of learning in this particular discourse system is rather unique, 
involving following along as the teacher performs certain physical actions. Students do not 
take notes or engage in debates as they sometimes do in university lectures. There is also 
not much room for creativity or individual expression as one might fi nd in a drawing class. 

 One reason for going through this example is to illustrate the four main components of 
what we are calling discourse systems. Any group that has particular ways of thinking, treat-
ing other people, communicating and learning can be said to be participating in a particular 
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discourse system. Discourse systems can be associated with very large groups of people  –  
and so we will be talking about, for example, the Confucian discourse system or the 
Utilitarian discourse system (which can be thought of as the discourse system of interna-
tional capitalism)  –  or rather small groups of people like families or affi nity groups. 

 Other scholars have used terms such as  “ discourse community ”  and  “ community of 
practice ”  to refer to small groups like yoga enthusiasts, stamp collectors, and Japanese anime 
fans. The difference between these concepts and the concept of discourse system is that 
both  “ discourse communities ”  and  “ communities of practice ”  refer to bounded groups of 
people (defi ned respectively by the texts they use and by the practices they engage in 
together), whereas discourse systems refer to broader systems of communication in which 
members of communities participate. 

 Another reason for giving this example is to illustrate that people participate in discourse 
systems in a variety of ways, some more centrally and some more peripherally. Although 
Rodney likes doing yoga and has been practicing it for many years, his participation in this 
discourse system is still rather peripheral compared to say a  sadhu  in India for whom the 
path of yoga is his total way of life, or even from another member of the same community 
of yoga practitioners in Hong Kong who may be a Hindu. At the same time, although 
Rodney and the  sadhu  are, as many people would point out, from very different  “ cultures, ”  
they do, to some extent, share a discourse system. 

 Discourse systems can also mix with other discourse systems. In the United States, for 
example, the Yoga discourse system has mixed with what might be called the discourse of 
fi tness, so people attend yoga classes in gyms where people also do things like aerobics and 
weightlifting, and many of the more spiritual aspects of the practice may be practically 
absent from the consciousness of the practitioners. 

 In a way, this concept of discourse systems is our solution to the problems we pointed 
out with the concept of  “ culture. ”  We will be using the term in many of the same ways that 
other people use the word culture, and, instead of talking about communication across 
cultures we will be talking about communication across discourse systems or  interdiscourse 
communication . This is not to say that we believe this to be a perfect solution. As you go 
through this book, you may fi nd problems with this approach in the same way we found 
problems with the concept of culture, and indeed we have also noticed some problems with 
the approach since this book was fi rst published which we will try to point out along the 
way. Like  “ cultures, ”  discourse systems are  heuristics   –  tools that we will use to help us 
understand something about how people interact with one another and why. They are maps 
designed to help us navigate the territory of human communication, not the territory itself. 

 We will however go out on a limb in proclaiming that we think this particular  heuristic  
provides a lot more fl exibility and analytical power in understanding how people who belong 
to different groups communicate with one another than a lot of other more traditional ideas 
of culture. For one thing it gets us away from the idea that intercultural communication 
always has something to do with people from different countries or, even worse, people of 
different ethnicities communicating (or, as is usually assumed,  mis communicating). 

 Each of us, as we mentioned above, simultaneously participates in many different dis-
course systems. We are members of a particular corporate group, a particular professional 
or occupational group, a generation, a gender, a region, and an ethnicity all associated with 
different discourse systems. As a result, virtually all communication is communication 
across some lines which divide us according to the systems of discourse that we partici-
pate in. 
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 Ultimately we will argue that what we normally regard as the  “ cultural ”  differences 
between people in communication are likely to be rather less signifi cant than other differ-
ences which arise from being participants in a host of other discourse systems not normally 
considered in treatments of  “ intercultural communication, ”  discourse systems associated 
with different genders, sexualities, generations, workplaces, and professions. 

 The concept of discourse systems also helps to highlight the fact that all of us participate 
in multiple discourse systems, some of which we participate in more fully than others. All 
of these multiple discourse systems form intersecting and cross - cutting waves of commu-
nicative style and form and values which lead us to argue in later chapters that the idea of 
culture is mostly too large a concept to really capture the complexity of interdiscourse com-
munication. Just as the values and behavior associated with a discourse system that I par-
ticipate in may clash with those of a discourse system you participate in, there might also 
be contradictions between two of the discourse systems that I myself participate in which I 
will need to reconcile somehow, just as Ho Man whose story with which we began this 
chapter needs to reconcile the way she acts with her grandmother and the way she acts with 
her Facebook friends. Approached in this way, interdiscourse communication can be seen 
not just as something that occurs  between  people, but something that occurs  within  people. 

 Finally, the notion of discourse systems gets us away from thinking about cultures in a 
deterministic way. We are not  “ controlled ”  by our discourse systems. Although the tools 
that discourse systems provide tend to severely limit and focus the kinds of actions that we 
can take, we are also able to adapt those tools as we appropriate them into different kinds 
of situations. We may not always be completely conscious of how we appropriate and use 
cultural tools, but there is still an element of choice involved.   

  What Is Communication? 

 We take it as axiomatic that social actions are accomplished through various forms of com-
munication. That is, the very meaning of the term  “ social ”  in the phrase  “ social action ”  
implies some common and shared systems of meaning, in the fi rst place, and of communica-
tion, in the second place. 

 But communication is far from simple or straightforward, especially given two rather 
inconvenient facts: that when people communicate they often don ’ t say what they mean, 
and they often don ’ t mean what they say. 

 Imagine Mr Wong, a businessperson living in Hong Kong, and Mr Richardson, a busi-
nessperson visiting from the United States, have been having a conversation. Mr Richardson 
has enjoyed this conversation and when they are ready to part he says to Mr Wong that they 
really should get together to have lunch sometime. Mr Wong says that he would enjoy that. 
After a few weeks Mr Wong begins to feel that Mr Richardson has been rather insincere 
because he has not followed up his invitation to lunch with a specifi c time and place. 

 The problem here is that Mr Richardson doesn ’ t mean what he says, which is rather 
different from being insincere or dishonest. To put it another way, what Mr Richardson 
means is different from what the sentence that he has uttered means. This may seem strange, 
but it actually happens all the time.  “ We must get together and have lunch sometime ”  is 
quite a common expression people use near the end of business interactions in North 
America, and for North Americans it means several different things. First of all, it signals 
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that the person who says it thinks that the encounter will (or should) be ending soon. So it 
can function as what conversation analysts call a  “ pre - closing. ”  It is also a way of creating 
what we will be calling in a later chapter a feeling of  “ involvement, ”  a way to tell someone 
that you have enjoyed spending time with them and you would not mind doing it again. 
While it does contain the vague idea that a subsequent meeting would be desirable, it does 
not in any way commit the speaker or the hearer to such an arrangement, in the same way 
 “ see you later ”  does not commit someone to a later meeting. It would be very odd, therefore, 
if, in response to this utterance, the hearer were to take out his or her diary and attempt to 
set a date. 

 Of course, Mr Wong, not participating in the same discourse system as Mr Richardson, 
interprets this utterance rather differently, and one could hardly blame him. After all,  “ we 
should get together for lunch ”  does sound like an invitation. A similar kind of misunder-
standing might arise if Mr Wong greets Mr Richardson by asking if he has eaten, a typical 
greeting in Hong Kong and the rest of China. Here it might be Mr Richardson who assumes 
he is being invited to lunch, but in reality this is a formulaic utterance in Chinese used as 
a polite way of saying hello. 

 The root of both of these problems is that language is fundamentally ambiguous. 
 The fi eld of conversation analysis has been an active area of research for over three 

decades now. On the basis of this research Stephen Levinson  (1990)  has argued that it is 
possible to draw four quite general conclusions:

   1     Language is ambiguous by nature.  
  2     We  must  draw inferences about meaning.  
  3     Our inferences tend to be fi xed, not tentative.  
  4     Our inferences are drawn very quickly.    

 In the sections which follow we will take up each of these conclusions in more specifi c detail. 

  Language  i s  a mbiguous by  n ature 

 When we say that language is always ambiguous, what we mean is that we can never fully 
control the meanings of the things we say and write. The meanings we exchange by speaking 
and by writing are not given in the words and sentences alone but are also constructed partly 
out of what our listeners and our readers interpret them to mean. To put this quite another 
way, meaning in language is jointly constructed by the participants in communication. 

 I may say something is blue in color but it is another question altogether what the color 
blue means to you. There is never complete agreement among speakers of a language about 
the semantic ranges of such items as color terms. This is just one example. 

  Word -  l evel  a mbiguity in  l anguage 
 Such words as the prepositions  “ in ”  or  “ at ”  are notoriously diffi cult to teach and to learn, 
and this is because their meanings reside only partly in the words themselves. Much of their 
meaning is given by the situations in which they are used. 

 For example, if we say:  

  There ’ s a man  at  the front door   
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 the preposition  “ at ”  tells us something about where the man is located, but it does not tell 
us very much. We know that he is outside the door. We even go further in assuming that 
he is standing within reach of the door where he has probably just knocked or rung the bell. 

 It is not clear just how much it is safe to read into such a sentence, and that is the whole 
point. This sentence is quite ambiguous in that we do not know very much about just how 
this man is  “ at ”  the door. If we use what is a very similar sentence:  

  There ’ s a taxi  at  the door   

 we can see that there is a very different way of being  “ at ”  the door. In the case of a taxi we 
would expect the taxi to be at some distance from the door, in a roadway or a driveway, 
probably waiting with its motor running. Furthermore, the taxi includes a driver. 

 One could say that the difference in these two sentences lies not in the preposition  “ at ”  
but in the two subject nouns  “ man ”  and  “ taxi. ”  The difference lies in what we know about 
men and taxis and how they wait  “ at ”  doors. The point we want to make, based on 
Levinson ’ s argument, is that what is different in meaning between these two sentences is 
how objects are  “ at ”  a location and that the preposition  “ at ”  does not give us enough infor-
mation in itself. In order to understand these sentences we must call upon our knowledge 
about the world, which does not reside in the sentences or in any of the words of the 
sentences. 

 This is what we mean when we say that language is always ambiguous at the word level. 
The words themselves do not give us enough information to interpret their meaning 
unequivocally. 

 To give just one more example, if we say:  

  The coffee is  in  the cup   

 you may draw a number of inferences about just how the coffee is in the cup. You may 
assume that it is coffee in its brewed, liquid form. You will most likely not assume that we 
are talking about coffee beans or a jar of frozen coffee powder. 

 By the same token, if we say:  

  The pencil is  in  the cup   

 it is likely that you could draw a picture of that cup and the pencil. The pencil would be 
sticking out of the cup but more of it would be inside than outside because otherwise the 
pencil would fall out of the cup. What you do not understand from that sentence is that we 
have ground the pencil into fi ne powder, poured boiling water over it, and made a brew of 
pencil to drink. But there is nothing in the differences between those two sentences or in 
the words  “ in ”  or  “ cup ”  which tell you that. These are assumptions you make on the basis 
of what you know about the world, and the words and sentences only serve to point you in 
the direction of what you already know.  

  Sentence -  l evel  a mbiguity in  l anguage 
 You might think that if words such as the prepositions  “ at ”  or  “ in ”  or the names of colors 
are naturally ambiguous, the ambiguity could be cleared up at the level of sentences. 
Unfortunately, sentences are equally ambiguous. 
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 Our colleague Ray McDermott  (1979)  has given the example of the simple sentence, 
 “ What time is it?, ”  as an excellent example of the ambiguity of language at the sentence 
level. 

 If I am walking down the street and I stop you to ask:  

  What time is it?   

 your answer is likely to be something like,  “ It ’ s two o ’ clock, ”  or whatever time it is. I will 
then thank you and go on. Nothing out of the ordinary is understood. But let us change the 
context to the elementary school classroom. The teacher asks Frankie,  

  What time is it?   

 And Frankie answers,  “ It ’ s two o ’ clock. ”  In this case the teacher answers,  

  Very good, Frankie.   

 Notice the difference here. In the fi rst case the sentence,  “ What time is it?, ”  is part of the 
speech act of requesting the time and as such it forms a set with the other sentence,  “ Thank 
you. ”  In the second case the same sentence,  “ What time is it?, ”  is part of the speech act of 
testing a child for his or her ability to tell the time. As such this sentence forms a pair not 
with,  “ Thank you, ”  but with,  “ Very good. ”  

 If you doubt that this is true, you can go along the street after reading this and ask 
somebody the time. When they tell you the time, you answer by saying,  “ Very good. ”  We 
assure you that they will consider this to be very odd in the mildest cases or even hostile 
behavior in more extreme responses. 

 There are, of course, also many other meanings for this same sentence. If a husband and 
a wife are at dinner in the home of friends and she asks him,  “ What time is it?, ”  this ques-
tion almost certainly could be better translated as something like,  “ Don ’ t you think it is time 
we were leaving? ”  

 The point we are making is simply that the meaning of the sentence,  “ What time is it? ”  
resides not in the sentence alone but in the situation in which it is used as well. Knowing 
how to interpret the meaning of this sentence requires knowledge of the world as well as 
knowledge of words and sentences.  

  Discourse -  l evel  a mbiguity in  l anguage 
 As a last resort, it might be hoped that we could fi nd unambiguous meaning in language at 
the level of discourse. Perhaps we could fi nd some way of being specifi c about the contexts 
in which sentences are used, and if enough of that information could be made explicit then 
we could say that language was not ambiguous at least at the level of discourse. Unfortunately, 
this approach cannot work either. Language remains inherently ambiguous at the level of 
discourse as well. 

 One of the most famous international disagreements of recent times, for example, cen-
tered on whether a particular piece of discourse could or could not reasonably be considered 
 “ an apology. ”  On April 1, 2001 a U.S. spy plane fl ying without permission in Chinese 
airspace collided with a Chinese fi ghter jet, causing it to crash and killing the pilot. The 
Chinese authorities detained the crew of the U.S. plane for eleven days while they waited 
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for the United States to  “ apologize ”  for illegally entering their airspace and causing the 
death of the pilot. The incident ended when the U.S. government issued what has come to 
be known as  “ the letter of the two sorries. ”  The  “ two sorries ”  were:  

     1     Both President Bush and Secretary of State Powell have expressed their sincere regret over 
your missing pilot and aircraft. Please convey to the Chinese people and to the family of 
pilot Wang Wei that we are very sorry for their loss.  

  2     We are very sorry the entering of Chinese air space and the landing did not have verbal 
clearance, but are pleased the crew landed safely.      

 Many on both the U.S. and Chinese sides insisted, however, that the  “ two sorries ”  expressed 
in the letter were not  “ true apologies. ”  They pointed out, for example, that  “ expressing 
regret ”  is not the same as apologizing, since one can express regret over something he or 
she is not responsible for. They also pointed out that even when the word  “ sorry ”  was used, 
it was attached to circumstances (the Chinese pilot ’ s family ’ s  “ loss ” ; the fact that the landing 
 “ did not have verbal clearance ” ) that seemed peripheral to the concerns of the Chinese side, 
which had more to do with the fact that the U.S. plane had entered Chinese airspace illegally 
and had caused the death of the Chinese pilot. 

 Some have taken this as an example of  “ intercultural miscommunication, ”  suggesting 
that the confl ict had something to do with different conceptions between North Americans 
and Chinese about what constitutes an apology, and there may be something to this. We 
prefer to see it, however, as an example of the ambiguity of language, an ambiguity which, 
in this situation, actually contributed to resolving a potentially explosive diplomatic stale-
mate. The ambiguity of the  “ sorries ”  in this letter allowed the Chinese government to tri-
umphantly declare that it had received the apology it had demanded, and it allowed the 
Bush administration to assure its domestic constituency, which had been encouraging the 
President to  “ stand up to China, ”  that it had not in fact apologized. 

 The point is, however, not just that the ambiguity in this situation was to some degree 
intentional, but the parties were exploiting the fact that there is something  inherently  
ambiguous about the conditions surrounding all sorts of speech acts from apologies to 
promises to expressions of love.  

  The  a mbiguity of  l anguage  i s  n ot the  r esult of  p oor  l earning 
 In this book, which emphasizes interdiscourse aspects of communication, it is important to 
emphasize now that the ambiguity of language is not the result of poor learning. In other 
words you should not think that if people just had better vocabularies, a better grasp of 
English grammar, or better concepts of the nature of discourse these ambiguities would be 
cleared up. The point we are making is that ambiguity is inherent in all language use. There 
is no way to get around the ambiguity of language. What is most important is to recognize 
that this is the nature of language and to develop strategies for dealing with ambiguity, not 
to try to prevent it from developing.   

  We   m ust   d raw  i nferences  a bout  m eaning 

 We hope that by now our position is clear. Language is always inherently, and necessarily, 
ambiguous. That leads to the second point we want to make about communication: that in 
order to communicate we  must  always jump to conclusions about what other people mean. 
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There is no way around this. A crossword puzzle is much like the way language works. The 
fi rst few entries are somewhat diffi cult, but where we are not sure, a few guesses seem to 
fi t. These then fi ll in a couple of squares and help us to make more guesses. If those guesses 
seem to work, we will consider our fi rst guesses to be fairly reliable. We do not consider 
them to be right answers until the whole puzzle is done and there are no more squares to 
fi ll in. If all of the words we have guessed fi t in then we draw the fi nal conclusion that our 
earliest guesses were correct. 

 Language works in a comparable way. When someone says something, we must jump to 
some conclusion about what he or she means. We draw inferences based on two main sources: 
(1) the language they have used, and (2) our knowledge about the world. That knowledge 
includes expectations about what people would normally say in such circumstances.  

  Our  i nferences  t end to  b e  fi  xed,  n ot  t entative 

 A third conclusion of the past three decades of research on conversational inference and 
discourse analysis is that the inferences we make tend to become fi xed conclusions; they do 
not remain tentative in our minds. 

 There is a good reason why it should work this way, otherwise we would be always 
wandering around in uncertainty about what anything might mean. When someone says, 
 “ There ’ s a man at the door, ”  we draw the inference that this means that the man is standing 
at the door and waiting for someone to go to answer his call. We do not immediately begin 
to consider all the possibilities of what such a statement might mean. That would lead to 
complete communicative immobilization. 

 Many researchers in the fi eld prefer to use the distinction between  “ marked ”  and 
 “ unmarked ”  to capture this aspect of communication. When we say that we make certain 
assumptions about the man at the door, those are the unmarked assumptions we are making. 
In other words, as long as nothing to the contrary leads us to expect differently, we assume 
that the world will operate the way we have come to expect it to operate. The unmarked 
expectation for men at doors is that described above. If the man at the door was dead or 
injured and lying at the door, we would expect the speaker to say,  “ There ’ s a man lying at 
the door, ”  or, perhaps,  “ There ’ s somebody at the door, and he ’ s in trouble. ”  Something 
would be said to indicate that the unmarked expectation was not in effect in this case. 

 In other words, when there is no reason to expect otherwise, we assume the world will 
behave normally and that our unmarked expectations about it will continue to remain true. 
These fi xed expectations are not tentative but are really the main substance of our concept 
of the normal, day - to - day world that we take for granted without questioning.  

  Our  i nferences  a re  d rawn  v ery  q uickly 

 The fourth point we want to make, based on the research of the past three decades, is that 
the inferences we draw in ordinary conversation (as well as in reading written texts) are 
drawn very quickly. Most researchers suggest that such inferences must be drawn every 
time it becomes possible for speakers to exchange turns, and that such occasions occur 
approximately once every second in normal conversation. 

 The use of the term  “ inference ”  might lead to confusion, however. In using this term 
we do not want to suggest that these processes of conversational inference (or what we would 
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really prefer to call practical inference) are conscious, cognitive operations. It would be 
better to think of our actions in ongoing social interaction as deriving from our senses of 
who we are more than from any conscious process of inferential interpretation. We want to 
avoid thinking,  “ I have acted this way because she/he said X, Y, or Z ”  because it is closer 
to the point to think,  “ I have acted this way because that ’ s who and what I am. ”  That is to 
say, the processes of conversational (or practical) inference arise out of our customary ways 
of being in social situations, not out of any conscious process of self - refl ection and analysis. 
From this point of view it is dangerous to over - emphasize the cognitive or refl ective aspects 
of conversational inference and conversational strategizing. 

  Inferences in  i nterdiscourse  c ommunication 
 Language is ambiguous. This means that we can never be certain what the other person 
means  –  whether in speaking or writing. To put it another way, language can never fully 
express our meanings. Of course it is not surprising that research should confi rm what 
philosophers in both the east and the west have told us for millennia. But what does this 
mean for interdiscourse communication? 

 In the fi rst place it should be clear that communication works better the more the par-
ticipants share assumptions and knowledge about the world. Where two people have very 
similar histories, backgrounds, and experiences, that is, where they are participating in the 
same or similar discourse systems, their communication works fairly easily because the 
inferences each makes about what the other means will be based on common experience and 
knowledge. Two people from the same village and the same family are likely to make fewer 
mistakes in drawing inferences about what the other means than two people from different 
cities on different sides of the earth. 

 The ambiguous nature of language is one major source of diffi culties in interdiscourse 
communication. Where any two people differ in their discourse systems because they are of 
different genders, different ages, different ethnic or cultural groups, different educational 
backgrounds, different parts of the same country or even city, different income or occupa-
tional groups, or with very different personal histories, each will fi nd it more diffi cult to 
draw inferences about what the other person means. 

 In the contemporary world people are in daily contact with people who participate in 
very different discourse systems. Successful communication is based on sharing as much as 
possible the assumptions we make about what others mean. When we are communicating 
with people who have different assumptions, it is very diffi cult to know how to draw infer-
ences about what they mean, and so it is diffi cult to depend on shared knowledge and 
background for confi dence in our interpretations.   

  Interdiscourse  c ommunication and English  a s a  g lobal  l anguage 

 More and more interdiscourse communication takes place in the language of English, and 
this fact is not insignifi cant. In many cases this communication is between one non - native 
speaker of English and another. When Chinese from Hong Kong do business in Japan, many 
aspects of this communication take place in English. When Koreans open an industrial 
complex in Saudi Arabia, again, English is generally the language in which business is 
transacted. As a result, the use of English carries with it an almost inevitable load of inter-
discourse communication. At fi rst this might seem a good thing  –  the more people have a 
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 “ common language ”  the easier it should be to communicate. This however, as we have 
learned from our example with Mr Wong and Mr Richardson, is not always the case. In 
fact, sometimes when somebody demonstrates a high profi ciency in your language you are 
lulled into thinking that they actually have the same expectations about what different kinds 
of utterances mean, an assumption that may not be at all justifi ed. 

 Furthermore, languages, like all cultural tools, have various built - in affordances and 
constraints which limit and focus the kinds of meanings that can be expressed with them. 
We do not take the extreme deterministic position that a language solely determines the 
thought patterns of its speakers. We believe that reality is far too complex to allow for such 
a simple statement. Nevertheless, we believe that many aspects of what some might call 
 “ western culture, ”  especially  “ western ”  patterns of discourse, which ultimately lead to 
confusion or to misinterpretation in intercultural discourse, are carried within English as 
well as transmitted through the process of the teaching and learning of English. Many of 
these distinctive patterns of discourse will be focused on in this book.   

  What This Book Is Not 

 We do not want to dwell on what we are not doing in this book as that is ultimately a very 
large universe. It is important to make a distinction, however, between studies of cross -
 cultural communication and intercultural communication. This is never a hard and fast 
distinction, of course, and a quick review of library and internet sources will show the reader 
that many people are coming to blur this distinction in their use of the terms. The basic 
distinction that we are trying to capture is the distinction between comparing communica-
tion systems of different groups  when considered abstractly  or  when considered independently 
of any form of social interaction  and looking at communication  when members of different groups 
are directly engaged with each other . We would call the former type of study cross - cultural 
communication studies and what we are presenting in this book we would call intercultural 
communication, or better yet, interdiscourse communication. Our emphasis is on  people in 
social interaction with each other , not upon abstract or independently conceived differences 
between members of different groups. 

 Our reasons for doing this are based in the research literature as well as in practical 
necessities. There is a very large and ever - growing research literature in anthropology, com-
munication, sociology, education, business, and linguistics  –  to name just some of the fi elds 
 –  in which differences between different systems are compared. We fi nd this literature 
fascinating and very useful in deriving preliminary hypotheses for studying social interac-
tions among people who are members of different groups. Ultimately, however, there is a 
diffi culty with that literature in that it does not directly come to grips with what happens 
when people are actually communicating across the boundaries of social groups. 

 To give just one example, we could say that it is a widespread practice in China (and 
Hong Kong and Taiwan) to eat with chopsticks and that it is the practice in North America 
and Europe and many other places to eat with knives, forks, and spoons. We could very 
elaborately describe these practices which are often quite complex and have to do with how 
and when the utensils are picked up, how they are held, how they are placed again on the 
table or on other utensils, and so forth. None of this would tell us, however, what would 
happen when a Chinese exchange student eats in a cafeteria in a British university nor what 
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a South African would do on her fi rst visit to Taiwan. Furthermore, as we have often 
observed, it is quite likely that each might try to adopt the other ’ s custom and many times 
we have seen the North American eating with chopsticks while his or her Chinese counter-
part enjoys the meal with a knife, fork, and spoon, each quite happy engaging in this cultural 
cross - over. 

 This rather homely example points up our concern to analyze situations in which 
members of different groups are in social interaction with each other and the interpretive 
processes they must bring to bear to understand each other in those highly altered hybrid 
and culturally mixed intermediate situations which are the common situations of intercul-
tural communication. Further, as such research has established, in many situations some 
aspects of so - called cultural difference are of no relevance at all whereas other aspects that 
might be thought extremely minor might assume central importance. As an example of this, 
it might be the case that religious belief is of central personal and cultural importance to 
two businesspeople as individuals and as members of their home sociocultural groups. Yet 
in a business meeting, this might never be a factor in successful communication. At the same 
time, what might seem a trivial matter  –  whether you hand something to a person with one 
or two hands  –  might turn out to be the basis for one party deciding that the other was 
treating him rudely and make all the difference in a successful business encounter. 

 For this reason, in this book we have set aside  –  not as unimportant but rather as not 
directly relevant  –  aspects of cultural, group, or social differences that are not directly 
involved in social interactions between members from different groups. Our focus is on 
social interactions, on how they develop an internal logic of their own, and how people read 
those social interactions in making decisions and in taking actions that have consequences 
far beyond those situations themselves.  

  Researching Interdiscourse Communication 

 We will end each chapter of this book with some advice about how to do research in 
interdiscourse communication, and in particular how to apply the principles discussed in 
that particular chapter to studying real life situations. We do this with the assumption that 
many of the students using this book will be engaging in research projects as part of their 
coursework or planning to design and conduct some research project at a later date. We also 
do it with the assumption that doing research is the best way to fi nd out for yourself how 
people communicate and the fi rst step to solving communication problems whether they 
exist in your workplace, in your personal life, or in the political affairs of your community. 
And so, we strongly advise you to take the ideas we have presented here  “ out for a spin. ”  
That way you can understand better what is useful about these ideas and what their limita-
tions are. 

 The ideas which are presented in this book have been derived over a period of decades 
of our own research and through the reading of the research literature. The primary meth-
odology upon which this research has been based is most often called ethnography, from 
 “ ethno ”  (people) and  “ graphy ”  (to describe). Many books have been written on ethno-
graphic methodologies as used in anthropology, sociology, education, and increasingly in 
business and government and perhaps the essential point made by all of them is that it 
is diffi cult to clearly set out the steps and procedures of ethnographic methodology. 
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Nevertheless there are four general processes which are common to all ethnographic studies 
and four types of data which bring to these studies not only concrete and vivid reality but 
also the validity and reliability of any scientifi c pursuit. 

  Four  p rocesses of  e thnography 

 Ethnographic research methodology is based on fi eldwork, participant observation,  “ strange 
making, ”  and contrastive observation. Fieldwork is a quite general term which means that 
the researcher goes to the place where the phenomenon occurs naturally rather than trying 
to set up artifi cial or laboratory conditions for its study. This is one of the main distinctions, 
actually, between most cross - cultural communication research and intercultural communi-
cation research. Whereas most research in cross - cultural communication sets up experimen-
tal, survey, or test situations which are normally quite far removed from people actually 
engaged in social interaction, fi eldwork takes the ethnographic researcher to the places where 
intercultural communication is happening. This means that the research is conducted in 
offi ces where job interviews are being conducted, in business meetings, in restaurants, taxis, 
hotels, and other places where tourists and travelers are encountering people different from 
themselves, but also in family conversations between members of different genders or gen-
erations, in classrooms where expatriate teachers are teaching  “ local ”  students, and all the 
other situations of normal life in our contemporary world where people who are different 
from each other engage in social interaction. 

 This leads to the second process, which is normally called participant - observation. This 
idea follows quite directly from the idea of fi eldwork. If we are to study intercultural or 
interdiscourse communication in situations where it is actually happening as part of a day -
 to - day reality, the researchers themselves must be or must become participants in those 
situations. In practice this works in one of two ways:

   1     The researcher studies a situation in which he or she is already a legitimate participant, 
such as his or her own family or offi ce, and brings to that participation the formal obser-
vational procedures of the researcher.  

  2     The researcher studies a new situation and therefore has to work over a period of time 
to apprentice himself or herself to that situation to become a legitimate participant.    

 Of course in the fi rst case the observations are rich in nuance and understanding of the situ-
ation but might easily be colored by less than objective involvement. In the second case the 
observations might well be quite objective, but to that extent may not truly represent the 
lived experience of the actual participants. 

 This leads to the third process, the process sometimes called  “ strange making. ”  This is 
simply a way of talking about what happens when a person takes up the dual stance of 
participant and of observer. As participants we normally do things without thinking much 
about them. As observers we must come to see these day - to - day activities as  “ strange ”  so 
that we can isolate them and see them  as if  we did not know exactly what was going on. 
Either way, whether the researcher comes in as a new participant or brings his or her 
research project to the familiar, the process  “ makes strange ”  what is normally taken for 
granted and this is an essential aspect of ethnographic research which has made an enormous 
contribution to studies of intercultural communication. 
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 Finally, perhaps the most crucial aspect of all studies of intercultural or interdiscursive 
communication is that of contrastive observation. We want to know not only  what people do  
but also  how might they have done otherwise . The surest way to learn how someone might 
have done otherwise is to contrast their action with the actions of people in other places, at 
other times, or in other groups. We only come to see the North American practice of handing 
a business card with one hand as strange when we come to realize that many people in Asia 
hand out a business card with two hands. In this contrastive observation, both practices are 
 “ made strange, ”  and we can see that in both cases a perfectly natural option  –  one or two 
hands  –  is chosen and fi xed upon as  the  way to do it.  

  Four  t ypes of  d ata in  e thnographic  r esearch 

 Of course ethnographers use a very wide range of technologies for producing their data 
which include photography, video, fi lm, audio tape recording, hand - written fi eld notes, and 
the collection of artifactual materials. They conduct interviews and focus groups, they attend 
signifi cant ceremonies, meetings, and social events, and they also use products and materials 
produced by the members of the groups under study such as works of fi lm and literature 
and TV and other media of entertainment. The data which are collected can be divided into 
four types which provide a kind of triangulation or cross - checking to provide both reliability 
(the idea that other researchers would fi nd the same thing) and validity (the idea that what 
is observed and described really corresponds to something in the world and not just the 
researcher ’ s own preconceptions). These four types of data can be called:

   1     Members ’  generalizations.  
  2     Neutral (objective) observations.  
  3     Individual member ’ s experience.  
  4     Observer ’ s interactions with members.    

 In the fi rst case, the researcher is concerned with getting an answer to the question: What 
do people in this group say is the meaning of this action? That is, the idea is to see what 
people themselves say about what they are doing. Of course, we are aware that people can 
easily give rationalizations of their actions and behavior that are wide of the mark of reality. 
Nevertheless, it is crucial in intercultural communication to know how the ingroup, the 
members of the society or group, themselves characterize their own actions. 

 These members ’  generalizations, of course, then have to be checked against more objec-
tive observations. This is often accomplished with some objective data recording such as 
with tape or video recording, photography, or some other means of documenting what actu-
ally happens as opposed to what people say  should  happen. 

 As an example of the difference between these two types of data we have the situation 
in which the mother of one of the authors was holding our infant child in her lap. We were 
asking her about her views about baby talk. She said that she felt it was a very bad infl uence 
on a child for an adult to use any form of baby talk and that she always insists on speaking 
properly to infants. That was very nice, of course, but the record we have of that same 
conversation in which she expressed those opinions was fully larded with baby talk to the 
infant in her lap. This is a case of the member saying that baby talk is bad and  within the 
same social interaction  using baby talk to talk to an infant. 
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 Of course we know that people are inconsistent and these two sorts of data help to high-
light these inconsistencies. The importance of this for our studies of interdiscourse com-
munication is that the second kind of data keeps us from taking members ’  generalizations 
at face value. It protects us from making the same generalizations in our own analysis. After 
all, it is a person ’ s actual behavior which is of importance in interdiscourse or intercultural 
communication. At the same time, however, it is important to know what members feel 
about themselves and their own communication. If the researcher is involved in training, 
for example, it is of no use to begin a training project by railing against (or for) the use of 
baby talk to infants if everyone in the training session believes that he or she never uses 
baby talk. They will simply see your comments as irrelevant. They must fi rst be brought to 
see the contradictions between their own stated beliefs and their actual behaviors for such 
analysis to be useful. 

 The third type of data is also very important in achieving a degree of triangulation. Often 
a member of a group will say something like,  “ We always do X; but of course, I ’ m rather 
different and don ’ t do that. ”  It is very common for members of groups to state both a 
general, normative principle of behavior and then to also state an individual departure from 
that behavior. Michael Bond, for example, has found that in Hong Kong university - aged 
students are quite ready to describe characteristics of the typical Hong Konger but at the 
same time are also very unwilling to agree that those characteristics apply to themselves. 
This third type of observation can best be achieved through such means as case histories or 
life stories where subjects describe in vivid and concrete detail their own personal experi-
ences. These individual and sometimes idiosyncratic observations give the researcher an 
idea of the range of variation allowed within a particular cultural group or discourse system 
and are essential to establishing fi rst, how broadly a generalization can be made, and sec-
ondly, to what extent members are willing to accept general descriptions as descriptions of 
their own personal behavior. 

 Finally, the fourth type of data, and perhaps the most crucial while at the same time most 
diffi cult type of data to get is achieved by returning the analyst ’ s observations and generali-
zations to the group about which they are made. We often feel that a description of our own 
behavior is an attempt to discredit or disadvantage us, and so it is very diffi cult for us to 
hear the descriptions others make of our own behavior. Nevertheless, when an ethnographer 
takes his or her analysis of a situation or a type of behavior back to the people about whom 
it has been observed, it provides an unequalled opportunity to see ourselves as others see 
us. As ethnographers we begin to understand how those we have studied see our studies 
and our observations. We know of no ethnographers who do not feel that this is by far the 
most rewarding part of his or her research, as painful as it sometimes is to have people tell 
you that the little piece of knowledge you think you have produced is basically all wrong. 
For the serious ethnographer this is a new starting point  –  a starting point for a much deeper 
understanding of the behavior he or she was trying to study in the fi rst place.  

  Choosing a  s ite of  i nvestigation 

 The gist of intercultural or interdiscourse analysis is not simply to try to describe discourse 
systems and to theorize about what might happen if participants of two different systems 
came into contact. The gist is to focus on people taking action in particular and concrete 
tasks and then to ask, without presupposing, what is the role of discourse systems in their 
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taking these actions. How are these actions productive of  “ culture ”  or of participation in 
particular discourse systems? How are these actions signifi cant in producing  “ others, ”  that 
is, out - group members, through practices of inclusion and exclusion? 

 Your fi rst step, then, in planning a research project in interdiscourse communication is 
to choose a  site of investigation  in which you can observe  people - in - action  in a rather close - up 
or intimate way. This might be your workplace, your school or university, your church or 
temple, or some kind of club or organization that you belong to. It might even be a  “ virtual ”  
place like an online gaming site. 

 At fi rst you might be tempted to look for a place where the contact between people of 
different nationalities occurs, and there is nothing wrong with this, although it is not neces-
sary and may lead you to start off by jumping to the conclusion that this fact is particularly 
important when it comes to how people communicate  –  it may not be. In any case, whatever 
place you choose there are bound to be different discourse systems being used by different 
people and even different discourse systems being used by the same people. 

 Do not be distracted by the thought that you will have to make a full or exhaustive 
description of any of these discourse systems or of the social organization at your site. This 
is simply impossible, but worse than that, even if it were possible you would still be left not 
being entirely sure how to apply your knowledge when you were fi nished. It is better to 
focus on specifi c tasks, actions, or practices. In the training we provided for an international 
electronics manufacturer, for example, the task upon which we focused was the fi lling of 
service orders. The company had identifi ed that as a particular bottleneck in overall company 
performance and so it seemed a suitable place to begin and on which to focus our efforts. 

 Much work in intercultural communication has focused on such tasks as job interviews, 
advancement or evaluation interviews, committee meetings, writing a committee report, or 
making a sale with a client. Organizations organize themselves through their tasks, their 
philosophies, values, and corporate cultures all manifest themselves in tasks, and so this is 
the most fruitful place to begin an analysis. 

 You might want to pay attention to a single action  –  some moment in the accomplishment 
of the task  –  which seems, at least at the outset, to be crucial. If it is a meeting over a con-
tract, perhaps the moment of getting the signature onto the contract is the crucial moment. 
If it is a committee report, perhaps the moment in which a superior marks in red ink a 
stylistic correction that must be fi xed is crucial. All tasks are made up of chains of actions 
and it is the study of concrete actions that helps you to sort out what is crucial to your 
analysis and what is actually only interesting but really quite peripheral. 

 Alternatively, you might want to focus on a practice. Perhaps it is the practice of answer-
ing the telephone in a particular way. One might study a large number of telephone calls, 
focusing upon just answering, to see what variation in the practice there is, when the practice 
varies, and why. In this case one is interested in who answers in different ways and why. Is 
it because of who is calling? And how do particular people come to learn to answer in par-
ticular ways? 

 And so, after you have decided on a site, it ’ s a good idea to conduct a series of preliminary 
observations and talk to the people who inhabit the site in order to get some idea about what 
the most important actions, tasks, and practices are that occur in this site. When you enter 
your site, your fi rst question should be a simple one:  “ What ’ s going on here? ”  The way you 
answer this question will determine the course of the rest of your project. 

 Whether the focus is on a task or on a specifi c, concrete action, or on some larger social 
practice, you will be interested in asking how this action, task, or practice is positioned 
within what discourse systems? What cultural tools are called upon to accomplish the task 
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or action or practice? What kinds of relationships are involved? What kinds of beliefs and 
values are displayed? These are some of the questions that we will be helping you to answer 
throughout this book. 

 In the next chapter we will introduce a method of analyzing the kinds of cultural tools 
and cultural competences people need in order to perform certain actions, tasks, or practices 
in different situations.    

 Discussion Questions 

      1   Conceptions of  “ culture ”  are  heuristics   –  tools for thinking. Different tools make thinking 
about some aspects of human behavior and communication easier while they might 
conceal or distort other aspects. Look at the quotations below and discuss the various 
advantages and disadvantages to the defi nition of culture they contain. 
    (a)     A culture is the total way of life of a group of people. It includes everything they 

think, say, do, believe, and make.  
  (b)     Culture is a storehouse of pooled learning of a particular group of people.  
  (c)     Culture is the collective programming of the mind which makes certain kinds of 

people different from other people.  
  (d)     Culture is a theory on the part of social scientists about why certain people behave 

the way they do.  
  (e)     Culture is communication, and communication is culture.  
  (f)     Culture is the glue that holds societies together.  
  (g)     Culture is a tool of the powerful to help them to keep or extend their power.  
  (h)     Culture is the best that has been thought or said or produced in a particular 

society.  
  (i)     Culture is a way of life of a group of people  –  the behaviors, beliefs, values, and 

symbols that they accept, generally without thinking about them, and that are 
passed along by communication and imitation from one generation to the next.  

  (j)     Culture is a way of dividing people up into groups according to some feature of 
these people which helps us to understand something about them and how they 
are different from or similar to other people.  

  (k)     Culture is an illusion.  
  (l)     Culture is a verb.      

   2   Think of two different groups that you belong to and consider how you act, talk, and 
even think differently when you are participating with these different groups. For each 
of these groups list a) some of the main beliefs or values members have, b) some of the 
special ways people treat or interact with other members (e.g. according to their age, 
gender, rank, or how long they have been members) as well as how they treat people 
who are not members, c) the ways members of the group use to communicate with one 
another (e.g. text messages, emails, stories, jokes, lectures, insults), and d) the ways 
people learn to be members of this group. Discuss the similarities and differences 
between the two groups and how easy or diffi cult it is for you to be a member of both 
of these groups at the same time. You might think about how you might act if you were 
put into the situation of having to simultaneously interact with people from both of these 
groups.     
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  References for Further Study 

  Those interested in the sociocultural theory which has infl uenced our view of culture will 
fi nd a highly readable account in James Wertsch ’ s  1991  book  Voices of the Mind . A more 
complete treatment of mediated action and mediated discourse analysis can be found in Ron 
Scollon ’ s  2001  book  Mediated Discourse: the nexus of practice . Another useful approach to 
intercultural communication based on social constructionism is Philip Riley ’ s  2007   Language, 
Culture and Identity . For more information about  “ capital D Discourses ”  readers should 
consult James Paul Gee ’ s  2010   Introduction to Discourse Analysis , 3rd edition. Shorter read-
ings outlining some of the ideas about culture and action laid out in this chapter are Ron 
Scollon ’ s  2002  article  “ Intercultural communication as nexus analysis ”  and Brian Street ’ s 
 1993  article  “ Culture is a verb. ”  The basic framework for interactional sociolinguistics which 
provides many of the analytical tools we use in this book is outlined in the work of John 
Gumperz, especially in his 1982 book  Discourse Strategies . The discussion of the four proc-
esses of ethnography is based on Ron Scollon ’ s  1998   Mediated Discourse as Social Interaction: 
a study of news discourse . The analysis of the four kinds of data used in ethnographic trian-
gulation began with Ruesch and Bateson in their 1951 (1968) classic  Communication: the 
social matrix of psychiatry , and was further developed by Suzanne Wong Scollon  (1995)  and 
by Ron Scollon  (1998) . Michael Bond ’ s  (1993, 1996)  work on the paradoxical nature of 
members ’  generalizations is particularly insightful. More information on the ambiguity of 
language and how we make inferences can be found in the work of Steven Levinson, espe-
cially his 2000 book  Presumptive Meanings , as well as in the work of many others working 
in the fi elds of pragmatics, conversation analysis, and interactional sociolinguistics.        


