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The following paper summarizes the theoretical background of the distance learning module “Intercultural Communication” I developed and applied in the master program East European Studies Online at the Freie Universität Berlin where I am a freelance author and teaching assistant (www.ees-online.org).

The master program is designed for two years and ends with a master degree. It is addressed mainly to young postgraduate professionals with interest in Eastern Europe. My module is offered as one of 12 modules in this program. Altogether, the program includes the following modules:

· Introduction and Tools

· Politis

· Economics

· Society

· Law

· Humanities

· Project Management

· Conflict Management

· European Intergration

· Intercultural Communication

· Globalization

· Migration

Abstract

The on-line module in focus is based upon the assumption that cultural borders are semantic borders and therefore necessarily fuzzy. Additionally, the cultural belonging of an individual, experienced as “identity”, is represented as a dynamic, mulitivocal, dialogical semantic structure. The main educational goal of the module is to encourage students to cross borders in thinking and action presenting crossing borders as an every day phenomenon.

The key theoretical points are:

· Cultures are ‘compressions of meaning and sense,’ the discursive spaces we live in.

· Every social group develops a kind of culture.

· Cultures suggest their members certain identity options.

· An individual (‘subject’) is member of many social groups and thus, involved with a number of cultures and identity options.

· The partly autonomous subject mediates between different cultures and identity options and shapes them at the same time.

The module, being one of 12 in a Master Program, is designed for 230-240 working hours and 10 Credit Points.

Introduction

When speaking sometimes of an ‘innovative module’ I refer to the fact that my module is an attempt to diminish the dramatics of the so called ‘cultural difference’. In my opinion, the establishing of Intercultural Communication as an academic discipline went hand in hand with three rather questionable tendencies:

· First, cultures have been de facto identified with nations.

· Second, the borders between different cultures tend to be represented as sharp and exclusive in correspondence to the borders of the national states.

· Third, as one of the most powerful tools to shape the borders between cultures the so called ‘cultural difference’ has been put in focus.

In contrast, in my module the underlying claims are:

· Every social group generates culture at some level of elaborateness.

· Cultural borders are semantic borders and are therefore necessarily fuzzy and dynamic.

· Rather than on the cultural difference, the focus should be on the individual transgressing cultural borders permanently.

In this approach, inter-culturality is not a special but the basic way of living.

In my talk, I will first (1) say some words about me and second (2), about the reasons for my not being comfortable with the notion of the ‘cultural difference’. (3) Third, I will introduce the theoretical background of my module in more detail. (4) Fourth, I will present the educational objectives and the structure of the module. Finally, (5) I will briefly summarize the innovative potential of the module.

1. Some words about me

I am a Polish citizen and have been living for 20 years in Germany now. I came to Germany in 1985 to study and stayed in the Ruhr area. So, I am a migrant. However, it would not be sufficient to characterize my migration exceptionally in terms of having moved from one country to another. Rather, twenty years ago I moved:

From communism…
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Source: Köttgen, Alina (1989): Spotkania. Ein Polnischlehrwerk für Erwachsene, Hueber, München.

…to capitalism
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Source: http://www.blickpunktstrab.net

From the Eastern European educational tradition…
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Source: http://www.uni.wroc.pl

…to the Western European educational tradition
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Source: http://www.rub.de

From one social role to another
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Source: M.T.

We may say that additionally to the state border, in 1985 I crossed at least three more borders (and in fact much more). Today, the first one of these borders does no longer exist, the second one is subject to hot social negotiations and of course, my family roles underwent many changes too.

I have never really liked when somebody in Germany perceived me primarily as Polish. This was clearly no basis for friendship. Perceiving me as POLISH was to neglect these social identities which were really meaningful for me, to position me in a quite narrow social space. To understand more of these things, I started my work on nationalism, social categorizing and stereotypes which led me to Intercultural Communication as an academic discipline.

Much to my surprise, I discovered that some approaches in Intercultural Communication use national stereotyping as a serious descriptive tool. In particular, this is true with regard to the praxis oriented approaches such as culture-specific intercultural trainings and manuals for business people.

2. ‘Culture’ is not ‘nation’

In these approaches, ‘culture’ means a specific characteristic of a nation which makes this nation exceptional. The basic semantic relationship between any two cultures is the relationship of exclusion. I believe that this focus on exclusion echoes the strong nationalism of the 19th century. During this century the idea of the common birth became the semantic centre of ‘nation’. Nations started to be perceived similarly to biological species: an animal is either a lion or a tiger and analogically, a person has to be either a German or a Pole, and hardly both.

In the following I will examine more closely how does it happen in literature that cultures are defined as nations and stereotyped as nations and what may be said against it.

2.1. Cultures as nations

Consider the following two examples:

[1]

‘[…] it is erroneous to generalize about an “international” culture, because the various nations and regions of the globe are different.’

Hodgetts, Richard M. & Luthans, Fred (1991): International Management, McGraw-Hill, p. 355.

[2]

‘Cultural differences also assert themselves when it comes to how and what managers could learn and from whom. […] For example, German and Swiss managers tend to favour structured learning environments […].’

Schneider, Sudan C. & Barsoux, Jean-Louis (1997): Managing across cultures, London etc., p. 139.

In [1] ‘culture’ and ‘nation’ are used synonymously and linked to territory. The ‘being different’ of the nations and regions is stated as a matter of fact. In [2] the names of nations represent the names of particular cultures. Here too, cultural differences are presumed as something objectively given.

To reduce the phenomenon of culture to nations is quite a narrow perspective. If we agree with historians like Benedict Anderson or Eric Hobsbawm, the modern nations emerged as a phenomenon of the modernization process from the 18th century onward. If ‘culture’ means ‘nation’ there should have been no cultures before that time.

2.2. Stereotyping cultures

We now turn to some examples of how the differences between cultures are described when the intention is to produce a clear massage:

[3]

‘The German boss is an extremely private person, normally sitting isolated in a large office behind a closed door.’

Cross-Cultural Letter to International Managers, Germans: Appearance and Reality, ed. Richard D. Lewis, Hampshire 1995.

[4]

‘No matter how long or boring your brochure is, the Germans will read it.’

Ibid.

[5]

‘Soviet pragmatism […] was unable to distract the Russians from their love of ballet.’

Lewis, Richard D. (2002): The Cultural Imperative. Global Trends in the 21st Century, Hampshire, p. 235.

[6]

‘The problem was that Shiseido’s makeup required a time-consuming series of steps, a point that does not bother Japanese women.’

Cateora, Philip R. & Graham, John L. (2005): International Marketing, McGraw-Hill, N.Y., p. 349.

[7]

‘Scottish people tend to be soft-spoken and private.’

Ibid., p. 513.

In linguistic terms, statements like these are to classify as stereotypes. The mechanism of social stereotyping which is obvious here consists of ascribing psychological traits to individuals due to their group belonging. In more detail, the trait is derived from the group description of the kind ‘Russians love ballet’ but it refers to a psychological reality (‘love ballet’) and so to the individual person as far as the person belongs to the group of the Russians.

2.3. Highlighting national otherness

The mechanism of reasoning from the national group characteristics to the individual is quite clear in the following sentence found in Hofstede’s famous book Culture’s Consequences, where he summarizes:

[8]

‘This book explores the differences in thinking and social action that exist among members of more than 50 modern nations.’

Hofstede, Geert (2001): Culture’s Consequences. Second Edition. Comparing Values, Behaviors, Institutions, and Organizations Across Nations, Sage, p. xix.

It becomes obvious that especially contrastive approaches in the field of Intercultural Communication create a social reality similar to a map with clearly contoured borders of states and dramatise the ‘cultural difference’ along the divisions between nations. Thus, contrastive IC approaches interpret intercultural situations as intergroup situations. According to Social Identity Theory, which is one of the theoretical sources of the module, in contexts perceived as intergroup situations members of outgroups are likely to be treated as undifferentiated items and a uniform behaviour towards them is likely to occur. As other social identities of individuals such as gender, profession, generation, life style etc. are neglected they may not be sufficiently used as a source for friendship. Though it is a consensus that making friends reduces intercultural stress some IC approaches suggest frameworks condemning people to foreignness.

3. Theoretical background of the module

3.1. Assumptions

In contrast, in the module transgressing borders is defined as an every day phenomenon necessary for communication and personal development. The following theoretical assumptions are made:

· Culture is a kind of semantic and discursive surroundings (‘discursive space’) a person is accustomed to. It emerges in the course of the communication processes taking place in a social group (culture is a ‘compression of meaning and sense’).

· Any social group develops a kind of ‘culture’, which, however, obtains a specific degree of relevance for the group members. Whereas national groups develop well elaborated cultures that are currently highly relevant for a person to define himself or herself, other groups produce less elaborated cultures which are partly relevant, for example only in specific situations.

· The relevance of a culture includes the offers proposed to group members how to define themselves (‘identity offers’).

· The individual (‘subject’), being member of many social groups at the same time, is partly autonomous and partly depending on the context. He or she makes a choice in adapting some identity offers into his or her ‘Self definitions’. He or she may also translate from one culture to another.

· The partial dependence of the subjects follows the fact that communication processes are collaborative endeavors, that is, a meaning makes sense only if what is said is accepted by the interlocutor.

· However, there are a number of principles ruling out the acceptance of what is said via the mechanisms of expectation and (partly) disappointment of the expectation.

· Foreignness is a necessary element of every communication due to the fact that every communication must include new elements to avoid redundancy.

· As all semantic phenomena, foreignness is nothing which can be defined along a yes-no border. In contrast, foreignness is a matter of degree.

· Semantic (and consequently social) borders are necessarily fuzzy borders. Our orientation in our discursive surroundings is no ‘straight on’ movement but rather a wandering and balancing.

3.2. Sources

These theoretical assumptions are derived from the following sources:

· Philosophy of Language by Ludwig Wittgenstein

· Selected linguistic approaches (the speech event model by Roman Jakobson, the principle of cooperation in communication by Paul H. Grice, the speech act theory by John R. Searle, the Linguistic Awareness of Culture approach by Bernd Müller-Jaquier)

· Theory of the Multivocal (Transitoric) Self by Jürgen Straub

· Ideas on fuzziness developed by Zygmunt Bauman

· Social Identity Theory by Henri Tajfel

· Sapir-Whorf Theory

· Critical Discourse Analysis (Teun van Dijk et al.)

· Historical research on national identity (Benedict Anderson, Eric Hobsbawm)

· Research on stereotypes as initiated by Walter Lippmann

4. The objectives and the structure of the module

4.1. Objectives

Academic level

The main academic goal of the module is to obtain the relevant theories as well as examples of their application with reference to Eastern Europe. Students are encouraged to question the equation between culture and nation, to approach cultures as fuzzy and dynamic semantic structures, and to reject concepts like ‘mind set’ or ‘national character’ as supporting stereotypes.

Behavioral level

Additionally it is assumed that the theoretical approach applied in the module increases the student’s tolerance against uncertainty, which is the main behavioral aim of the module. Mindfulness is suggested to be one of the crucial intercultural skills serving this aim. It is defined as:

· Multiperspectivity

· Working with counterexamples

· Being careful about generalizations

· Rejecting automatism in reasoning

· Postponing valuing in favor of description

· Being open for redefining the own position

· Being conscious of reasons preventing one against such an openness (for example, certain values that a person acknowledges) and being able to make such reasons explicit

4.2. Contents

Part I: Culture, Cultures and Identities

Unit 1:

Positioning the module in the academic field of intercultural communication

Unit 2:
Culture as a ‘mental programming’:

advantages, limits and dangers of a classical approach

Unit 3:
‘
Grasping the flux’: for a supple culture definition

Unit 4:

Towards a decentralized Self

Unit 5:

National identity

Unit 6:

National identity in Russia, Ukraine and Poland

Unit 7:

Gender in Eastern Europe: a non-articulated identity option

Unit 8:

Identity under construction

Unit 9:

Translating the Self in an intercultural context – summing up Part I

(along the novel Lost in Translation by Eva Hoffman)

Part II: Cultures in Contact

Unit 10:
Meaning, speech event, communication

Unit 11:
Speech acts and cooperation in conversation

Unit 12
Languages

Unit 13:
Communication at risk: prejudice & stereotype

Unit 14:
Stereotype, prototype, categorizing:

Is it possible to describe cultures without stereotyping?

Unit 15:
Culture as transgressing cultures

Unit 16:
Summing up Part II

(along the film Others are also us by Andrzej Białko)

Part III: Cultures in Cooperation (co-authored by Wolfgang Kotowski)

Unit 17:
Globalization and Culture

Unit 18:
International marketing and advertisement

as instances of intercultural communication

Unit 19:
Expatriates & co.

Unit 20
International teams

Unit 21:
Intercultural trainings

Unit 22:
Eastern Europe – an (un)equal partner?

Summing up Part III

Unit 23:
Summing up the module

(with the film Słubfurt by Michael Kurzwelly)

4.3. Didactics

The total workload of the module is approximately 240 hours (for 10 credits).

The particular assignments are weighted as follows:

· Compulsory tasks




– 28 %

simple task



1 %

combined skill-act task


2 %

· Three Summing up Discussion Boards 
 
– 21 %

one summing up Discussion Board 
7 %

· Final Paper




 
– 30 %

· In-house class




 
– 19 %

· Providing sources



 
–   2 %

According to the two-level structure of the module as well as the academic field of Intercultural Communication in general, there are two kinds of tasks at the end of a unit. Skill-oriented tasks, which are focused on modeling the behavior, and academic tasks, aimed at cognitive contents. Integrated, skill-oriented and academic tasks are aimed at an application of the theoretical contents in the every day life of the student.

There are 28 compulsory and 14 optional tasks. Among the compulsory tasks, the summing up tasks at the end of each part of the module consist in participation in the corresponding Discussion Boards. The optional tasks give the students the opportunity to improve their knowledge and skills. They are graded as well but the single grades do not influence the final grade directly. However, a good performance on optional tasks results in a bonus by the final grade.

Together with a final paper of approximately 3.000 words the students are expected to fulfill assignments of approximately 8.000 words.

For consolidation, compulsory reading of 20-40 p. for each unit is required, and additional reading is suggested.

Additionally, it is required to read a novel (280 p.) and to watch two videos (30 min. each).

Students are also expected to provide their own contributions to the module of the kind of pictures, quotation, cartoons, graphs etc. This supports transferring the contents of the module into the every day life of the students. These contributions are to add to the Source Box.

5. The innovative potential of the module

The innovative potential of the module has its root in questioning the salience of the national belonging when speaking of culture. The focus is not on the person’s being German or Russian. Rather, the person is seen as a participant of altering social settings continuously shaping and developing the Self in the course of the discursive involvement.

To sum up, in the presented module ‘culture’ is not like this:
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Rather, ‘culture’ is like this:
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Source: A postcard from Moldova.

…and this:
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