PART III

CHAPTER MATERIALS

CHAPTER 3

CULTURE, COMMUNICATION, CONTEXT, AND POWER

LEARNING OBJECTIVES 

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

· Define culture, communication, context, and power.

· Understand several dimensions to thinking about culture and how they inform our approaches to intercultural communication.

· Understand the role of "low culture" (pop culture) in studying about cultures.

· Identify characteristics important to defining communication.

· Explain the relationship between communication and culture.

· Describe the relationship between communication and context.

· Discuss the role of power in communication interactions.
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EXTENDED CHAPTER OUTLINE 

I.  
What Is Culture? Culture is often considered the core concept in intercultural communication. 

A. Culture functions largely at a subconscious level, making it difficult for us to recognize our own cultural norms and assumptions until we encounter some that are different. 

B. Culture has been given a variety of different definitions and is complex, so it is important to reflect on the centrality of culture in our own interactions. 

1. Williams (1981) described culture as "one of the two or three most complicated words in the English language." 

2. Culture is more than just a part of the practice of intercultural communication. Even how we think about culture frames our ideas and perceptions. 

3. One definition of culture is too restrictive, and the dialectical approach advocates looking at culture with multiple definitions and perspectives. 

a. Social science researchers do not focus on culture per se but rather on how culture influences communication. 

b. Interpretive researchers focus on cultural patterns within specific contexts. 

c. Critical researchers often view communication--and the power to communicate--as instrumental in resisting power and oppression. 

4. It is also important to investigate culture as practitioners. 

C.  High Culture and Low Culture 

1. Arnold's definition of culture "the best that has been thought in the world" carried an emphasis on quality. 

2. Many Western societies make a distinction between high and low culture. 

a. High culture includes the cultural activities of the elite or well-to-do: ballet, symphony, opera, great literature, and fine art. 

i. These are also sometimes referred to as international because they are supposedly appreciated by audiences in many cultures and time periods. 

ii. Universities devote courses and departments to study aspects of high culture. 

b. Low culture refers to cultural activities of the nonelite: graffiti, music videos, advertisements, game shows, professional wrestling, stock car racing, toys, talk shows. 

i. They were considered unworthy of serious study. 

ii. They were of little interest to museums or universities. 

3. The elitism reflected in these distinctions was indicative of greater tensions in Western social systems.  Recently the distinctions have begun to break down.

4. In the 20th century, particularly in the 1960s, social changes spawned an interest in ethnic studies, women's studies, and gay and lesbian studies in universities. 

5. These area studies did not rely on distinctions between high and low culture and contributed to a new framework that legitimized cultural forms traditionally categorized as low culture (now popular culture). 

6. Although the distinction between high and low cultures has been minimized, it has not disappeared and continues to reinforce a predominantly European-elite view of the world. 

D. Shared and Learned Patterns of Beliefs and Perception 

1. Anthropological Definitions of Culture: Intercultural communication has been most influenced by definitions of culture from anthropologists and psychologists. Anthropologists have been more concerned about definitions of culture. 

a. Anthropologists Kroeber and Kluckhohn (1952) categorized and integrated about 150 definitions of culture from various disciplines. 

i. Some definitions emphasized culture as a set of patterns of thought and beliefs. 

ii. Others emphasized culture as a set of behaviors. 

iii. Some focused on nonmaterial or material manifestations of culture. 

b. Geertz's (1973) definition of culture was probably the most widely accepted by early anthropologists and in communication studies. 

c. The traditional concept of culture continues to involve learned, shared patterns of belief. 

2. Psychological Definitions of Culture 

a. Psychologist Hofstede (1984) defined culture similarly, as the "programming of the mind" and the "interactive aggregate of common characteristics that influence a human group's response to its environment" (p. 21). 

b. The social psychological definition of culture is centered in the mind of the individual.

c. Hofstede notes that these patterns are developed through interactions with various groups in our social environment. Thus, culture becomes a collective experience because it is shared with the people who live and experience the same social environments. 

d. Both the approaches from anthropology and psychology have been influential in the social science perspective of intercultural communication. 

E. Definitions Borrowed from Ethnography: Ethnography of communication is a specialized field of study within the communication discipline. 

1. Ethnographers of communication look for symbolic meanings of verbal and nonverbal activities to understand patterns and rules of communication within groups. 

2. These researchers define culture broadly (for example, talk show participants, and Vietnam War veterans). 

3. Carbaugh suggests that the concept of culture should be reserved for patterns of symbolic action and meaning that are deeply felt, commonly intelligible, and widely accessible. 

4. Cultural patterns only exist if the activity holds symbolic significance or evokes feelings that extend beyond itself. 

5. These patterns must also endure over time and are passed from person to person. 

6. Hymes' eight-part framework is a tool for studying naturally occurring speech in depth and context. 

a. Scene: the setting of the communication event 

b. Participants: the people who perform or enact the event 

c. End: the goal of the participants 

d. Act Sequence: the order of the phases of the event 

e. Key: the tone of the conversation 

f. Instrumentality: the communication channel 

g. Norms: the rules people follow 

h. Genre: type or category of talk 

F. Culture as a Contested Zone: In the 1960s the arrival of British cultural studies, which held the critical perspective, changed our thinking about culture and how we study communication. 

1. Cultural studies began with the establishment of the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies at the University of Birmingham and was fiercely multidisciplinary and committed to social change. 

2. Stuart Hall envisioned that the group would utilize intellectual resources to understand everyday life and its antihumanness. 

3. This approach motivated other fields to focus on applying academic work to everyday life. 

4. Due to differing cultural and political situations, the format of cultural studies differs from place to place. 

5. In the United States cultural studies is primarily located in communication departments. 

6. The influence of cultural studies in communication has been profound, surpassing the influence of ethnic studies. 

a. It challenged the distinction between high and low culture. 

b. It argued that low culture was significant because it captured the contemporary and dynamic everyday representations of cultural struggles. 

c. As a result, overlooked cultural phenomena (for example, soap operas, music videos) gained importance in research. 

d. The conceptualization of "culture" from this approach, viewing culture as a contested site or zone, is very different from previous perspectives and addresses criticisms of earlier anthropological research. 

e. Seeing culture from this perspective increases our appreciation for the struggles of various groups who attempt to negotiate their relationships and well-being in the United States. 

f. It opens new thinking about intercultural communication. 

7. The dialectical approach enables us to see culture as both shared and learned patterns of beliefs and perceptions that are mutually intelligible and widely accessible and as a site of struggle for contested meanings. 

II.
What Is Communication? Communication is as complex as culture, but its defining characteristic is meaning. It could be said that communication occurs whenever someone attributes meaning to another's words or actions. It is a "symbolic process whereby reality is produced, maintained, repaired and transformed" (Carey, 1989, p.23). 

A. Communication is symbolic: the words and gestures we use have no inherent meaning but that which is agreed upon by the communicators. 

1. The symbols are verbal and nonverbal, including some powerful social symbols. 

2. Each message can have multiple layers of meaning. 

3. Communicators assume that their listeners take the meaning they intend, but this assumption may be wrong, particularly when listeners have different cultural backgrounds and experiences. 

B. The communication process is dynamic. 

1. Communication is ongoing and relies on other communication events to make sense. 

2. It occurs simultaneously, and boundaries where it begins and ends are blurry. 

3. When meaning is negotiated, we are creating, maintaining, and transforming reality. 

4. A person cannot communicate alone. 

III.
The Relationship Between Culture and Communication: There is a complex relationship between communication and culture. The two concepts are both interrelated and reciprocal. 

A. How Culture Influences Communication 

1. Intercultural scholars have used broad anthropological frameworks to identify cultural differences in communication. 

2. Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck (1961) extended Geertz's earlier work in their study of contemporary Navajo and descendants of Spanish colonists and European Americans in the Southwest to better understand their cultural values. 

a. Values are the most deeply felt, zero-order beliefs shared by a cultural group and reflect what ought to be, not what is. 

b. They suggested that values stem from five questions all cultural groups must answer. 

i. What is human nature? 

ii. What is the relationship between humans and nature? 

iii. What is the relationship between humans? 

iv. What is the preferred personality? 

v. What is the orientation toward time? 

c. They concluded that there are three possible responses to each question and that every culture has one or possibly two preferred responses to each question. 

d. The preferred responses indicate predominant cultural values. 

e. This framework can be extended to cultural groups based on gender, class, nationality, and so on. 

3. The Nature of Human Nature 

a. Fundamental Goodness: This value is manifest in societies that emphasize rehabilitating lawbreakers. Religions such as Buddhism and Confucianism also espouse this orientation. 

b. Combination of Good and Evil: Many groups in the United States hold this perspective, though it has been shifting and now there is less talk about rehabilitation and reform and more about punishment. The United States currently has a higher percentage of citizens in prison than any industrialized country. 

c. Essentially Evil: Societies with this value are not interested in rehabilitation but rather punishment. This orientation may be related to the Christian view that humans are essentially evil and born with sin. 

4. Relationship Between Humans and Nature 

a. Humans Dominate Over Nature: Evidence of this is found in the United States where scientists attempt to modify or control nature to better accommodate human needs or desires. 

b. Nature Dominates Over Humans: In cultures with this perspective, people are more willing to accept what nature brings. 

c. Harmony Between Humans and Nature: In cultures  with this perspective), people believe in respecting nature and believe that nature plays a vital role in the spiritual and religious life of the community. 

5. Relationships Between Humans 

a. Individual (Individualism): Importance is placed on the individual rather than on the family, work teams, or other groups. Some claim this is the most important European American cultural value. 

b. Group-Oriented (Collectivism): More emphasis is placed on the family, work teams, or other groups. 

c. Note: These values may be related to economic class or rural/urban distinctions. 

d. They also may have strong influences on patterns of communication. 

e. Some people have the challenge of belonging to cultural groups with contradictory values. 

6. Preferred Form of Activity 

a. Doing: This orientation emphasizes productivity and is the most common perspective in the United States. Higher status is accorded to those who do rather than to those who think. 

b. Growing: Importance is placed on the spiritual aspects of life, and few cultures practice this value, perhaps only Zen Buddhists. Some 

cultures, like Japan, may practice a combination of the doing and growing orientations. 

c. Being: Emphasis is placed on a kind of self-actualization in which the person is fused with the experience. Found in some Central and South American societies, Greece, and Spain. 

7. Orientation to Time 

a. Future: Typical of most U.S. cultural communities. Examples of this orientation are savings accounts for the future or keeping appointment books of future appointments. 

b. Present: Typical in Spain and Greece, the emphasis is placed on the importance of the present and the value of living and realizing the potential of the present moment. 

c. Past: European and Asian societies typically emphasize the past, believing that history has something to contribute to understanding the present. 

8.  Not everyone in a society will hold the dominant value, but most cultural members will hold approximations of the dominant value. 

9.  Intercultural conflicts are often the result of conflicting value orientations, and these conflicts may be further complicated by power differentials. 

10. Hofstede proposed a value framework based on his cross-cultural study of IBM subsidiaries in 53 countries. 

a. Hofstede identified five areas of common cultural problems, the answers to which form dimensions of cultural values. 

i. Power distance: acceptance of social inequality and relationship with authority. In low power distance cultures (for example, Denmark, Israel, New Zealand), people believe that less hierarchy is better and power should only be used for legitimate reasons. High power distance societies (for example, Mexico, Philippines, India) value social hierarchies, and decision making and relationships between people with different statuses are more formalized. 

ii. Individualism versus collectivism: emphasis on the individual or the group. 

iii. Masculinity/femininity value: the social implications of having been born male or female. This is a two-dimensional value referring both to how gender-specific roles are valued and what emphasis is placed on so-called masculine and feminine values. People in Japan, Austria, and Mexico tended to score high on masculinity, and people in northern Europe tended more toward femininity. 

iv. Uncertainty avoidance: addresses the degree of threat people feel about ambiguous situations and how they choose to deal with them. Cultures (for example, Great Britain, Sweden, Ireland, Hong Kong, United States) with low uncertainty avoidance have fewer rules, accept dissent, and are comfortable with risk taking. Cultures (for example, Greece, Portugal, and Japan) with high uncertainty avoidance prefer more rigid rules and seek consensus about goals. Uncertainty avoidance seems to be more relevant to Westerns societies than Eastern societies.

v. Long-term versus short-term orientation to life: This dimension was added to Hofstede's original four by Chinese researchers who did a similar study as a result of criticisms over the western European bias of Hofstede's framework. It reflects a society's search for virtue or truth. Cultures with a short-term orientation are concerned with possessing truth and may emphasize quick results in endeavors and social pressure to conform. Cultures with a long-term orientation will respect the demands of virtue and focus more on thrift, perseverance, and tenacity in one's activities and value a willingness to subordinate oneself for a purpose. 

11. The limitation of these frameworks is that they essentialized people, or tend to assume a particular group characteristic will be manifested by all cultural members at all times and in all contexts. 

12. The dialectical approach reminds us that people from other cultures may both have differences and share similarities in their value systems and that the context may determine which value a person manifests at a given time. 

B. How Communication Influences Culture: Culture is enacted through communication and so is influenced by communication. This can be understood by examining works of cultural communication scholars. 

1. They describe how aspects of culture are enacted in speech communities in situ, or in contexts. They seek to understand communication patterns situated socially and give voice to cultural identity. 

2. Specifically, they examine how cultural forms (terms, ritual, myth, and 

social drama) are enacted through structuring norms of conversation and interaction. 

3. These patterns are not viewed as being connected in a deterministic way to any cultural group. 

4. In one study, Katriel (1990) used Hymes' SPEAKING framework to describe the middle class Israeli communication ritual of "griping." 

5. A related approach from cultural communication studies sees culture as performative. 

a. This metaphor assumes that instead of studying an external (cultural) reality culture is observed in the way people enact and represent their worldviews. 

b. Phillipsen's (1992) Teamsterville study represents this approach. 

6. These interpretive studies frequently use cultural values as a way to explain cultural patterns. 

7. An example is Fitch's (1994) study comparing how people in Bogotá, Columbia and Boulder, Colorado persuaded others to do what they wanted, a form of sociolinguistics known as directive. 

C.  Communication as Resistance to Dominant Society: Resistance is the metaphor used in cultural studies to conceptualize the relationship between culture and communication. 

1. Based on this metaphor, researchers try to discover how individuals use their own space to resist dominant society. 

2. For example, they may study floating bars (illegal temporary warehouses distributing alcohol with no liquor license and no tax payments) in New York as a context in which people circumvent the system to discover how they can interpret their behavior as resistance to the dominant cultural system. 

IV.
The Relationship Between Communication and Context: Traditionally, context has been viewed as the physical and/or social aspects of a communication situation. 

A. People communicate differently depending on the context. 

B. Context is not static or objective, and it can be multilayered. 

C. Context may consist of the social, political, and historical structures in which communication occurs. 

1. The social context is determined on the societal level, by the majority of citizens for that particular time period. 

2. The political context consists of those forces that attempt to change or retain existing social structures and relations. 

3. The historical context consists of reputations built in the past. 

V.
Communication and Power: Power is always a part of communication interactions, though its influence may not be evident or obvious. 

A. Individuals rarely have equal power in communication interactions. 

B. People in power consciously or unconsciously create and maintain power systems that support their own ways of thinking and communicating. 

C. There are two levels of group-related power: 

1. Primary dimensions, which are more permanent in nature (for example, age, ethnicity, gender, physical abilities, race, and sexual orientation). 

2. Secondary dimensions, which are more changeable (for example, educational background, geographic location, marital status, and socioeconomic status). 

D. Dominant communication systems ultimately impede those who do not share them. 

E. Power also stems from social institutions and the roles we occupy in them. 

F. Power is dynamic; power may be asserted and negotiated. 

G. Dominant cultural groups perpetuate positions of privilege in many ways. 

H. Disempowered people may find creative ways to negotiate power. 

I.  Power is complex; some inequities are more rigid, and multiple roles may influence its negotiation. 

J. Intercultural communication cannot be understood without considering the power dynamics in interactions. 

K. A dialectical perspective looks at the dynamic and interrelated relationships between culture, communication, context, and power. 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

Questions from the Text 

1. How have the notions of high and low culture influenced people's perspectives of 

culture? 

2. How do the values of a cultural group influence communication with members of other cultural groups? 

3. What techniques do people use to assert power in communication interactions? 4. How is culture a contested site? 

Additional Questions 

1. How does power influence intercultural communication interactions? 

2. What is the difference between the traditional way of looking at context and communication and the new way? How does context affect communication? 

3. What does it mean to think of culture as a contested site? 

4. What are the implications of defining communication as a process? 

5. What are some contributions that cultural studies have made to understanding intercultural communication? 

6. What can intercultural researchers gain from studying low culture? 

CLASSROOM EXERCISES AND CHAPTER ASSIGNMENTS 

1. Defining Culture Exercise: This is a class discussion exercise designed to help students understand the difficulties in conceptualizing culture. Ask students how they would define culture, and based on their ideas, play the "devil's advocate" by suggesting different individuals/cultural groups that may challenge the definition. You may also use the following questions to stimulate thinking about how culture is defined: 

a. Does each country represent a separate culture? 

b. Is it possible for a country to have more than one culture? c. Is each culture composed of a single race of people? 

d. Is it possible to distinguish people from different cultures based on physical characteristics? 

e. What culture is a person from who was born in one culture and raised in another (for example, a baby born in Romania and raised in the United States)? 

f. What culture is a person from whose parents are originally from one culture but who was born and raised in another (for example, Japanese Americans, Latino Americans, and so forth)? 

2. Defining Communication Exercise: Divide your students into groups of four to six individuals and assign the students to come up with the best definition that they can for communication. Suggest that as part of this discussion a list be created of the different characteristics of communication. After 10 minutes have passed, ask the students to share their lists and the definition of communication they have come up with. This could be followed by a discussion of the characteristics of communication and discussion about why there are so many different definitions for communication. At the conclusion of the discussion, you might want to propose the question "How would you define intercultural communication?" and lead the students in a discussion about how the definition may be modified to define intercultural communication. You may also want to discuss how the characteristics of communication they have listed would influence the process of intercultural communication. 

3. Building Communication Models Exercise: At the beginning of this exercise, explain to the students that sometimes when we talk about processes we use models to illustrate the process. Show students a communication model (for example, Berlo's Sender /Receiver Model). Basic communication course, public speaking, or interpersonal communication textbooks are all good sources for finding an example model. Discuss the model with the students. Identify the characteristics of communication shown in the model, and have them suggest aspects of communication they feel are missing from the model. Then divide the students into small groups and challenge them to create an original model that they feel adequately illustrates the communication process. Tell them they have about 15 minutes to complete their models. One or two students from each group should be designated by the group members to draw the model on the board and explain the rationale behind its design. This exercise with the discussions could take close to one hour. 

4. Ethnicity and Communication Assignment: This assignment is designed to motivate students to think about their own ethnic backgrounds and the extent to which their ethnicity influences their communication. Instruct students to research their own family background or that of the family in which they were raised to gain a sense of their own ethnic identity. They should talk with parents and other family members to find out where each generation of their ancestors was raised. Then they should find out what stereotypes and labels are found for these groups in the United States. With this information they should address the following questions: 

a. What is your ethnic background? 

b. To what extent do you feel your ethnic background influences who you are? 

c. If you think your ethnic background has little influence on you today, what other variables do you feel have a significant influence on your behavior? 

d.  In what way, if any, does your ethnic background influence who you are comfortable communicating with (for example, What groups would you not feel comfortable communicating with? What groups might feel uncomfortable communicating with you?). 

e.  To what extent do you think people are aware of your ethnic background? Do you think this influences the way they communicate with you? 

5. Values Exercise: The goal of this emotionally powerful exercise is to allow students to experience firsthand the depth of meaning that values hold for us. Be aware that this may be upsetting for some students, particularly immigrants who may have lost something they value. Allow students to opt out of the process at any time if they find the exercise too upsetting. The exercise will probably work better with a class that is willing to be self-reflective. First, give students 5 to 10 pieces of paper (determine the number by class size and time restraints). Then follow these steps: 

a. Ask the students to write one of their values on each piece of paper. 

b. Instruct them to organize the pieces of paper according to how important each value is to them, with the most important value at the top and the least important on the bottom. 

c. Then invite students to throwaway (literally into the middle of the room) the value they think is the least important one to them. 

d. Ask them how it felt to throwaway that value, even considering it was their least important one. 

e. Instruct them to throwaway their most important value. 

f. Discuss how it feels to even figuratively throwaway their most significant value. 

g. (Optional) Ask each person to take one of the values from the person on their left and throw it away. 

h. Ask how this feels. 

After the exercise use the following questions to debrief the exercise. 

a. How do you feel about the values you have in front of you? 

b. How did it feel to lose values? To keep values? 

c. What does this say about the power and the meaning our values have for us? 

d. Did you feel differently when another person threw away one of your values than when you did? 

e. Can you think of a situation where people have lost values? 

f. Are there examples of situations in which people have taken other people's values away from them? 

g. How did they react? How might you react in a similar situation? h. What impact has this had on these people? 

Invite students to retrieve "tossed" values at the conclusion of this exercise. 

6.  Power and Privilege Exercise-"Stand Up": This exercise allows students to identify themselves as belonging to a particular group or groups by standing up when a particular statement pertains to them. It is designed to bring into awareness the types of privilege we all have depending on the context. The instructor reads each statement and allows time for students to "stand up" in response to the statement. Students are encouraged to stand up only if they are comfortable doing so, and the exercise is done silently and without comment by others. The statements can be chosen to fit a particular topic or context, and the list that follows merely contains suggestions. The instructor may want to begin with statements that are not very personal and move to those that require more intimate self-disclosure. This list of questions is designed to highlight class issues. Stand up if: 

· You were born in the United States. You were an only child. 

· You moved more than two times while growing up. You were raised in the country (rural setting). 

· You grew up in an apartment. 

· Your family had few resources (students determine what "few" means). Your family had more than enough resources. You parents are divorced. 

· You have more resources than your parents have. 

· You are working to pay your way through school. 

After the exercise examine each of the statements with the class and ask them how 

being a part of the group identified in the statement would affect their ability to communicate with people from other groups. Which groups would be most comfortable communicating with them? Which groups would be least comfortable communicating with them? 

7.  Self-Analysis Assignment: The goal of this assignment is to motivate students to think critically about their social responsibility with regard to patterns of dominance. Assign students to write an essay discussing ways that they can avoid enacting patterns of dominance in their personal, student, and professional lives. 

SUGGESTED VIDEOS 

1. Video: True Colors. Produced by North Brook, IL: MTI/Film & Video, 1991. This video questions our accomplishments in the fight for equality since the 1960s by testing various levels of prejudice. (19 minutes) 

2. Video: Still Killing Us Softly: Advertising's Image of Women. Produced by Jean Kilbourne and Cambridge, MA: Cambridge Documentary Films, 1987. The producer and director, Margaret Lazarus, describes the portrayal of women in advertising and how this portrayal influences women, men, and children. It also suggests ways that advertising's portrayal of women affects the images men and women form of themselves. (32 minutes) 

3. Video: Black Views of Discrimination. Distributed by Filmic Archives. Produced by the Educational Film Center for NYT Educational Media. New York, NY: New York Times Company, 1995. This video has four modules that deal with Black Americans' views of racial discrimination. (17 minutes) 

4. Video: Ain't Scared of Your Jails. Produced by Blackside, Inc. Alexandra, V A: PBS Video, 1986. This video shows some of the different tactics used by college students involved in the civil rights movement. The video shows four related situations: the lunch counter sit-ins, the beginning of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), the influence of the movement on the presidential campaign in 1960. and the 1961 freedom rides. (60 minutes) 
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