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Chapter 7

Theorizations of Intercultural Communication
Maria Dasli, Edinburgh Napier University

Abstract

Within the fields of applied linguistics and modern language education, intercultural commu-
nication has experienced two significant developmental turns. The first I call the traditional
view of intercultural communication, which refers to the ability of language learners to con-
front the cultural practices of the Other with flexibility and tolerance. The second I term the
critical view of intercultural communication, which encourages language learners to actively
demonstrate their concerns by means of reasoned debate and reflective thinking when entering
the intercultural arena. While recent years have seen a shift of focus toward the critical view
without, however, dismissing flexible attitudes toward otherness, some language instructors
exclusively favor the first view to the detriment of the second. In a time of large-scale migra-
tions mobilized by the recent financial crisis and terrorist threats stimulated by the absence of
dialogue between the East and the West, I suggest that we closely focus on the critical view of
intercultural communication. Drawing on the works of major intercultural theorists, I discuss
how intercultural communication has been brought to a position of refinement while addition-
ally introducing the theory of communicative action (Habermas, 1984, 1989) as a means of
elaborating the critical view of intercultural communication.

Introduction

Over the past few decades, intercultural communication has experienced a
remarkable growth within the fields of applied linguistics and modern language
education. This has had powerful implications for pedagogic practice, for it has
taken the study of language and culture far beyond the contestable notion of native
speaker by which language learners were required to assimilate a static and mono-
lithic target culture to new ethics that have the potential to improve our societies.
Broadly speaking, this took place in two significant developmental turns within
which intercultural communication has aimed to realize its original project—that
of transforming intercultural human consciousness. The first I call the
traditional view of intercultural communication, which emphasizes the ability
of language learners to confront the cultural practices of the Other with flexibil-
ity and tolerance. The second, which derives from the field of critical pedagogy,
I term the critical view of intercultural communication. This encourages students
to demonstrate their concerns when entering the intercultural public sphere
by means of reasoned debate and reflective thinking. The purpose, nature, and
direction of both views have been considerably debated. However, they have eluded
clear definition. While this correctly highlights their overlapping and emerging
character rather than their linear progression, many intercultural theorists still
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favor the traditional view by disregarding the need for the second (Deardorff,
2006). Without misapprehending the benefits tolerance and flexibility bring to
cross-cultural encounters, in a time of large-scale migrations mobilized by the
recent financial crisis and terrorist threats stimulated by the absence of construc-
tive dialogue between the East and the West, I propose that we redefine the goals
of modern language education by closely focusing on the critical view of intercul-
tural communication.

Against this background, the purpose of this chapter is to revisit the two sig-
nificant developmental turns that intercultural communication has experienced.
In doing so, the first part of this chapter concentrates on the traditional view of
intercultural communication by briefly presenting the notion of intercultural
speaker (Byram & Zarate, 1997). In describing the fundamental implications of
this notion, my intention is to demonstrate how it contributed to the intercultural
canon by informing pedagogic practices. Here, attention is paid to ethnography
as one of the most beneficial methods aiming to facilitate intercultural speaker
development. The second part of this chapter concerns the critical view of inter-
cultural communication. In describing the agenda of the critical view, reference
is made to critical pedagogies and critical literacies. I also suggest that the criti-
cal view be informed from the theory of communicative action (Habermas, 1984,
1989), as it provides a broader lifeworld understanding of conflict management
through the articulation of problematic claims aiming to reinstate the possibili-
ties of being and becoming for language learners.

The Traditional View of Intercultural Communication

Language and culture pedagogy seeks to familiarize language learners with the
culture of a particular country or of a group of countries, depending on the lan-
guage taught, in the belief that culture shock is likely to occur on crossing the
political boundaries of nation-states (Byram, 1989; Kramsch, 1998). This was ini-
tially achieved through the introduction of a preestablished canon of texts that
presented a fixed set of bipolar cultural dimensions (e.g., low versus high power
distance and monochronic versus polychronic time) deemed to be shared by all the
indigenous inhabitants of a country without acknowledging the shifting nature of
culture. However, this method was soon questioned, as the application of general,
timeless, and universal values to all encounters, regardless of their simplicity or
complexity, did little to promote harmonious cross-cultural interactions (Dlaska,
2000; Phipps & Gonzalez, 2004). As a consequence, new approaches to the teach-
ing of language and culture were developed that aimed to respond more success-
fully to the difficulties such encounters offer.

One of these approaches was proposed by Michael Byram and Genevieve
Zarate (1997), who coined the term “intercultural speaker” in the course of
writing a paper on the assessment of sociocultural competence as defined in the
work of the Council of Europe. This term portrays someone who crosses fron-
tiers while bringing two cultures into a relationship (Byram & Zarate, 1997). To
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achieve this, Byram (2003) argues that language learners need to act as media-
tors able to see how two different cultures relate to each other by comparing
similarities and differences. Here, the act of mediation does not expect students
to deny their own cultural backgrounds that formed them and created them as
social beings. Instead, it encourages them to take an external perspective by
which they will be able to analyze how underlying values, beliefs, and attitudes
unconsciously direct the behaviors of the cultural Other. An understanding of
these behaviors can then enable language learners to demonstrate flexible and
tolerant reactions toward otherness by adapting the norms of the Other where
desirable. For Guilherme (2004) and Shaules (2007), this adaption is likely to
eliminate the notional distinction of “us” versus “them” while creating and
maintaining a “community of shared meanings”—an ever-expanding cultural
platform of shared knowledge on which both the Self and the Other coconstruct
their diverse identities.

Ethnography and Intercultural Language Pedagogy

In British tertiary education, the development of intercultural speakership is
realized through a variety of pedagogic methods that have recently seen a shift
of focus from classroom-based practices to ethnographic approaches. These
encourage language learners to become ethnographers during their year abroad
in order to gain an integrated vision and a comparative understanding of different
facets of culture (Kelly, 2005; Phipps & Gonzalez, 2004). This shift of focus has
been stimulated largely by a longitudinal study, the Ealing Ethnography Project,
which took place in the 1990s at Thames Valley University in London. According
to Roberts (2003), the purpose of the project was to explore the ways by which
students “learn ethnographically” in terms of the meanings and cultural prac-
tices they seek to interpret during their ethnographic encounters with otherness
as well as the effects these meanings have on their personal development. The
project was completed in three phases. The first phase concerned a taught mod-
ule of 45 classroom hours delivered in the second year of a four-year undergradu-
ate degree during which learners were introduced to ethnographic training. The
second phase referred to extended periods of residence abroad where participants
were required to undertake extensive fieldwork in order to investigate a topic of
their choice. The third phase was associated with the production of an
ethnographic description based on data the students gathered during their
fieldwork experience.

As part of the first phase of the project, learners were encouraged to engage
with home ethnography. For Southall (1973), home ethnography begins with an
understanding of the ways by which a community selected for investigation by
ethnographers is structured. Here, community does not refer to a large geograph-
ical territory, such as a nation-state or a region. Rather, it denotes any microso-
ciety where individuals are perceived to identify with each other on the basis of
shared norms and cultural practices. Communities can include a neighborhood,
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a classroom, or a local pub. Once the microsociety is selected, language learners
are encouraged to identify those who inhabit the community. If we take a local
pub as one example, inhabitants can include employees and customers. The first
should be differentiated in terms of the tasks they are likely to undertake in the
pub as a consequence of managerial requests. The second should be distinguished
for age differences (i.e., young adults or middle-aged or retired persons), as these
can denote diverse interests contributing to the community’s heterogeneity. At
this stage, learners may also wish to consider the purpose of habitation. For
instance, some customers may be enjoying a quiet lunch break, whereas some
others may be celebrating a companion’s achievements or birthday. Cultural prac-
tices may also vary depending on the time of habitation. On weekdays, for exam-
ple, individuals may choose to leave the pub earlier than they would on weekends
because of commitments due to take place the next working day. Additionally, the
roles inhabitants play in the community should be differentiated with reference
to their vague or precise definition. Considering, for example, that musicians can
play live music in a pub, their roles would be professionally defined if they were to
entertain an audience as opposed to their friends in a relaxed setting.

The ways by which a community can be structured are by no means limited to
the aforementioned ideas. However, as Agar (1986) proposes, they should be con-
sidered as a starting plan of action—*“a stock of knowledge”—according to which
further methodological steps should be undertaken. Usually, the first of these
methodological steps is that of participant observation where ethnographers
become involved in the activities of a specific community while observing collective
cultural practices and individual patterns of behavior (Greenblatt, 1999; Inglis,
2002). Rosaldo (1999) argues that participant observation does not require special
training, as we are all “born ethnographers” in that we unconsciously interpret
the behaviors of others on a daily basis. To return to the preceding example of the
local pub, I have asked my students to carry out a one-hour observation in a pub
of their choice while following the instructions below (Box 1). At this stage, learn-
ers are encouraged only to practice note taking while completing what Geertz
(1973) has termed “thin description”—a description that details what is observed
without offering an interpretation. This task was also completed by participants of
the Ealing Ethnography Project, with minor variations.

LOCAL PUB: AN ETHNOGRAPHIC OBSERVATION

As part of your ethnographic training, you are required to complete an
ethnographic observation during which you will practice taking notes. You
can complete the task in small groups or pairs.

Where

Your ethnographic observation should take place in a pub of your choice, a
setting that provides relatively easy access for everyone.
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When

To avoid practical difficulties (e.g., noise), conduct your observation in the
afternoon, when pubs are not as busy as they are in the evening but are still
full of activity to offer interesting data.

Why

In Britain, pubs are generally considered to be socially integrative environ-
ments with their own customs and values. These very often differ from those
operating in the outside world, especially in terms of status distinctions. The
lack of status distinctions makes pubs egalitarian environments facilitating
social bonding.

How

1. Go to a pub of your choice. Spend one hour there depending on how
much is happening. Once you feel that nothing more is happening, leave
the pub.

2. While at the pub, make notes of what you see and hear. For now, you
don’t have to interview anyone.

3. Should you feel that events are taking place very quickly for you to note
down, don’t worry. You can document your observations once you have
left the venue on the basis of what you remember. However, don’t leave
this for too late, as it is very unlikely that you will remember anything.

4. Draw a rough map of the venue (e.g., where the bar, sitting area, and pool
table are).

What to Look For
Social Organization, Typical Routines, and Patterns of Interaction

1. Differences between the patrons who visit the venue.
. Division of labor between employees.

. Method by which patrons enter and leave the pub.

. Standing at the bar.

. Interaction patterns between employees, between patrons, between
patrons and employees (e.g., forms of address, gender relations, ordering
a drink, paying for a drink, joining a conversation, turn taking in conver-
sation, striking up a conversation with a stranger, etc.).

[ BNV \V]

Emerging Themes

1. Is there anything that strikes you as unusual? Why?
2. How do participants deal with it?

With acknowledgment to Fox (2004) and Roberts, Byram, Barro, Jordan, and
Street (2001).
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While some language learners return to the classroom empty-handed, the
majority puts forward interesting findings. These usually include the invisible for-
mation of a queue at the bar counter, the round-buying drink routine, and/or the
escape from mainstream social hierarchies that are offered for classroom discussion.
During classroom discussion, learners are encouraged to move away from the
thin description to that of “thick description,” where findings are interpreted in
accordance with the context in which they took place (Geertz, 1973), that is, an
account explaining how the cultural Other may think, feel, see, and imagine while
demonstrating certain practices.

Although the interpretations students offer account to a degree for these
practices, in some respects they are limited to the interpreters’ cultural frames
of reference. So, learners cannot be entirely certain that their interpretations
accurately reflect the participants’ thoughts and feelings. For this reason, Jackson
(2006) as well as Monaghan and Just (2000) argue that the ethnographic method
should not be reduced to observation. Rather, it should employ a variety of tech-
niques to elicit information including that of interviewing. Interviews can range
from highly structured exchanges of information where participants strictly
respond to a prespecified set of questions to informal conversations or even
unanticipated encounters during which informants offer their views without
interruption. For modern language learners, however, who encounter the tech-
nique of interviewing for the first time, Corbett (2003) proposes that ethnographic
interviews should synthesize a structured and an open-ended approach. A struc-
tured approach allows students to form questions depending on themes emerg-
ing out of observations. An open-ended approach provides respondents with the
opportunity to take full control of the interview as the ethnographer enters the
setting with no preplanned agenda. This synthesis results in what social research-
ers term “semistructured interviews” where interviewers obtain answers for all
their questions while informants elaborate on their responses in their own pace
(Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2000; Kvale, 1996; Wiersma, 1986).

Over the course of a semistructured ethnographic interview, interviewers are
expected to understand “what respondents actually do,” “what they say they do,”
“what they say they should do,” and “what meanings they assign to their behav-
iours” (Wolcott, 1988). This is a tall order, one that student ethnographers do not
always address immediately. However, if they are to reach anywhere near it, Corbett
(2003) suggests that language learners be informed by, at least, three fundamental
principles of interviewing: “avoid leading questions,” “elicit responses with as little
evaluation as possible,” and “encourage interviewees to elaborate on topics.” For
Corbett (2003), a leading question would, for example, state, “How do you show
you are proud to be Scottish?” Here, the interviewer assumes that the informant is
proud to be Scottish when the questions “Are you Scottish?” and “What does this
mean to you?” would offer unguided responses. To elicit information, interviewers
can employ back-channeling, where an informant’s answer is repeated, or follow-
up questions, such as “What do you mean by . . . ?” to a response supplied already.
While both techniques largely allow for elaboration, learners need to additionally
remember not to hastily progress from one topic to another. They can achieve this by
avoiding direct questions after topics that interviewees have only briefly discussed.
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Roberts et al. (2001) state that students can best practice the technique of
interviewing before entering the research setting. They argue that learners can
engage with role-playing activities in the classroom during which they can interview
each other first in their mother tongue and then in the target language. Although
at this stage they could adopt the roles of the characters they encountered dur-
ing their local pub observations, such an adoption would possibly yield responses
emerging out of the students’ own cultural frames rather than those of the patrons
and employees. So, it may be wiser to recount their own experiences from meeting
the cultural Other in the form of critical incident scenarios, which refer to narra-
tives illustrating misunderstandings between two or more participants from differ-
ent cultural backgrounds (Corbett, 2010; Jackson, 2002). This method has recently
gained added currency within the Common European Framework for Languages,
where Byram et al. (2009) encourage language learners to construct their own
“autobiography of intercultural encounters” by describing one experience they
have had with someone different from themselves. Following the written descrip-
tion of the encounter, learners can then exchange their autobiographies in order to
form interview questions for each other. While reminding themselves of Corbett’s
(2003) three fundamental principles of interviewing, their questions can, as a start-
ing point, include the following: “How did you feel at the time of the incident?,”
“How do you think the other person felt?,” and “What do you think caused the
misunderstanding?” Provided that the task is completed successfully, students can
then enter their research settings with confidence. At this stage, they can revisit
their local pub ethnographic observations. However, if they are to conduct inter-
views with the patrons and employees, they need to start from the very beginning,
as new customers cannot account for the behaviors of participants whom students
had previously encountered. Alternatively, learners can visit a new research setting
such as a shopping mall or a supermarket in order to investigate the ways by which
cultures of consumption are enacted in these two places.

Following the collection of the data, learners are encouraged to provide
an ethnographic description—an “experience-distant observation” (Geertz,
1993)—referring to a written analysis of empirical evidence. Analysis can take var-
ious forms. It can include quotations where students directly report their findings
from observations or interviews and paraphrasing where themes are discussed in
the interpreter’s own words. While forms of analysis play a role in the way by which
data are explained, Roberts et al. (2001) argue that the most important aspect of
interpretation is that of “reflexivity.” Here, reflexivity implies a sensitive approach
to data analysis digressing from oversimplified and stereotypical presentations
of the Other to focus on ways by which informants perceive themselves. This
is not to suggest that interpretation should be free from critical judgment. On
the contrary, it proposes a departure from culturally determined presuppositions
where behaviors are taken for granted as fixed rather than culturally relative. For
example, although the anthropologist Edward T. Hall (1960) offered celebrated
accounts of contrasting managerial styles between American and Arab manag-
ers, they are arguably problematic. The first are depicted as money minded (“U.S.
managers are materialistic”), whereas the second are viewed as friendship seeking
(“Arab managers look not for material possessions but for family and friendship
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relationships”) throughout Hall’s (1960) piece. Such ethnographic descriptions
tend to be exaggerated caricatures that can be misleading if taken as the truth.
Learners need to be thoughtful when analyzing their data since subjects may not
necessarily wish to be presented as such.

Roberts et al. (2001) argue that the production of a sensitive ethnographic
description of otherness involves primarily an understanding of the Self as a con-
textually situated subject instead of a static and monolithic object. To achieve
such an understanding, they suggest that learners become aware of their own
assumptions about cultural knowledge and the ways by which these are legiti-
mized in their own societies before beginning their ethnographic investigations.
Early in the ethnography class, learners are introduced to a series of incidents
illustrating diverse cultural practices of individuals originating from the students’
own cultural backgrounds. For instance, during the Ealing Ethnography Project,
learners were shown a small incident in a restaurant during which a diner leaves
money, presumably as a tip, on the table and one of his companions gathers the
tip after the original diner is away. This incident, which raised issues regarding
tipping, stealing, and friendship during classroom discussion, encouraged learn-
ers to question their predetermined and possibly positive assumptions about
their own cultures while acknowledging that normality can be viewed differently
by individuals inhabiting the same community. At this stage, students were not,
of course, required to side with the companion but rather to reflect whether his
reaction took place in response to preceding events. Perhaps this example is one
of exaggeration, as it stretches the ability of learners to remain unconditionally
tolerant to the Other. However, as the Ealing Ethnography Project reveals, it has
facilitated the production of sensitive ethnographic descriptions, as in the case
of one student who initially viewed the practice of bullfighting in Spain as brutal
but now appreciates that it emerges from a long line of historical events without
necessarily having to like it.

Modern language learners who participate in study-abroad programs usually
attend debriefing sessions on their return during which they state how ethno-
graphic study has helped them to retheorize their assumptions about the Self and
the Other. The Ealing Ethnography Project demonstrates that most participants
saw personal benefits, as they showed curiosity and openness to difference. For
example, one student challenged her preconceived beliefs about Englishness as
she gradually settled in France, while another learner managed to overcome his
fears of homosexuality by observing and interviewing male transvestite prostitutes
in Spain (Roberts et al., 2001). Other projects, however, show that some students
cannot completely acclimatize in the host country and thus return home with
increasingly ethnocentricattitudes toward otherness (Alred & Byram, 2006; Jackson,
2006; Papatsiba, 2006). While these may stem from linguistic barriers, homesick-
ness, and sociocultural adjustment stress, Branscombe (1999) argues that this
is likely to take place when the Other is not receptive to change and thus expects
sojourners to fully adopt values, norms, and beliefs perceived to be shared by the
indigenous inhabitants of the new environment. At this stage, sojourners should
not distance themselves from the Other. Instead, they should engage in “dialectics
of conflict” (Beck, 2006), the aim of which is not to overpower otherness but to
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help the Other see the world through the eyes of sojourners. Such a stance toward
cultural knowledge has paved the way toward the construction of the critical view
of intercultural communication that brings the politics of voice and difference
center stage for language and culture pedagogy.

The Critical View of Intercultural Communication

Within the context of language and culture pedagogy, Byram (2003) translates the
politics of voice and difference as “savoir s’engager” (critical cultural awareness/
political education). Critical cultural awareness invites language learners to speak
out their concerns when entering the intercultural public sphere by means of rea-
soned debate and logical thinking. Although here tolerance and flexibility remain
unaltered expressions of intercultural identities, the author questions the com-
mon core in civil society communication, which was based only on shared mean-
ings. Thus, he is looking for radical alternatives. These aim, first, to challenge
traditional approaches to the teaching of language and culture whose boundaries
ethnography has greatly unsettled and, second, to refine the notion of intercul-
tural speaker.

To explain this agenda, Guilherme (2002) defines a critical approach to lan-
guage and culture as

a reflective, exploratory, dialogical and active stance towards cul-
tural knowledge and life that allows for dissonance, contradiction,
and conflict as well as for consensus, concurrence, and transfor-
mation. It is a cognitive and emotional endeavour that aims at
individual and collective emancipation, social justice and political
commitment. (p. 219; original emphasis)

The core of this approach suggests that language learners should become critical
when dealing with otherness. To achieve this, they need to reconceptualize their
own self-identities as intercultural speakers. Here, intercultural speakers are no
longer characterized by an unconditional being for the Other. Rather, they are
marked by their abilities to raise their objections to hypostatized powers in order
to enable political autonomy, choice, and a culture rooted in human rights. This is
not to propose, however, that intercultural speakers should engage in continuous
disagreements with otherness. Such a stance toward cultural knowledge would
deprive them of the very act of knowing, during which individuals make problem-
atic what was perceived as unproblematic in the process of self-discovery.

A number of academics agree with Guilherme’s (2002) vision of critical
intercultural language pedagogies. For example, Giroux (2003) persuasively declares
that students are in need of new vocabularies and subject positions that will allow
them to reform relationships of subordination and oppression. Luke, Luke, and Mayer
(2000) share this perspective when arguing that the schooling system is only theo-
retically organized to improve life chances. While they invite instructors to question
their teaching methods by engaging in open-ended and provisional reforms, they
also acknowledge the difficulties teachers have to tackle to accomplish this. Here,
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the authors do not attribute difficulties to a presumably skeptical teaching position
where students are perceived as naive inductees. Rather, they suggest that teacher
education is designed in such a way so that it only reproduces universally practical
models of teaching, including lesson planning, microteaching, classroom organiza-
tion, and behavior management, without responding to students’ diverse cultural
needs. Although it is challenge for teachers to shake such educational foundations,
Thurlow (2004) proposes, from a modern language perspective, that instructors
should take radical initiatives that can be easily embedded in traditional curricula.
These radical initiatives refer to the “autobiographical imperative,” which is defined
as the ability of the teachers to disclose the private into the public through a process
of personal storytelling (see, e.g., Kramsch, 2009; Phipps, 2006). This process allows
teachers to discuss their own agendas, needs, and frustrations by foregrounding the
everyday in the classroom.

While this may be perceived as another method by which instructors transmit
their cultural knowledge to passive observers, the intercultural narrative reveals
that students equally engage in self-exposing dialogic practices in the class-
room. These have been broadly captured in foreign language literature courses
where the literary text is conceived as an object that stimulates deconstructive
interpretation and self-discovery (Facke, 2003). For MacDonald, Dasli, and Ibra-
him (2009), this occurs when the literary text produces signifiers to which learners
respond by completing what is necessarily left unsaid. However, this process does
not take place inisolation. It demands “significant others” (Mead, 1934), such as col-
leagues and teachers who contribute their own diverse interpretations of the liter-
ary text. These emerge out of their own experiences of pain, discomfort, and uneven
memories or even pleasant encounters. Where literary texts are unavailable, Starkey
(2002) argues that language instructors can take a critical discourse analysis
approach where students can explore the ways by which dominance and inequality
are enacted or resisted by a text located in a specific social and political context.
To explain his argument, he draws on one example from an Irish university where
students of Spanish studied a newspaper article on the theme of immigration.
Having closely examined the article for linguistic and stylistic features, they saw
how the discourse mechanisms of racism were reproduced by the text. Then
they compared their findings to the Irish press while writing an account of their
feelings about them.

In addition to print-based encounters with culture, Luke (2000) proposes that
teachers should also focus on electronically mediated communication. Here, elec-
tronically mediated communication is not so much seen as an analysis of images.
Rather, it is perceived as an understanding of the politics of location according to
which readers and viewers position themselves in specific sociocultural contexts
depending on the messages communicated. For Gee (2003, 2006), such an under-
standing can be accomplished when one attends to video games as an expanded
form of critical literacy where players form “affinity groups.” Affinity groups
are not communities of practice with which individuals identify on the basis of
affective ties. Rather, they are categories to which players denote their belonging-
ness in order to accomplish a common endeavor. This common endeavor is not
a decontextualized task but rather one that is organized around a whole process.
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This process requires both extensive and intensive knowledge. Where extensive
knowledge encourages players to continually reflect on their choices as means
of seeing how they contribute to the completion of the broader activity, intensive
knowledge brings the participants’ outside experiences into play. The latter can
include ethnic affiliations, which are demonstrated when players adopt the roles
of specific characters featured by the video game. However, these are not seen
as factors likely to detach players from each other. Instead, they are perceived as
conditions that create and maintain learning experiences in ways that generate a
greater sense of belongingness to the affinity group.

While belongingness to an affinity group can sensitize players to each other’s
needs, there is no guarantee that sensitivity will be demonstrated outside the
domains of video games. For O’Regan and MacDonald (2007), a sensitive response
to otherness becomes a complicated endeavor when interculturalists encounter
dominant discourses such as “neoconservatives,” “traditionalist religious groups,”
“female circumcisionists,” and “antiabortionists,” whose interests not only come
into conflict with intercultural communication but also raise questions for
intercultural praxis. These questions challenge the master template of tolerance
and flexibility in that they assume that totalitarianism should be subordinated or
even silenced by force if a presumably “intercultural truth” is to prevail. While
subordination and silencing of others endanger the legitimacy of the discourse
of intercultural communication by rendering it equally hegemonic, the authors
argue that truth claims are significantly constrained by the absence of founda-
tional guarantees characterizing postmodern societies. Absence of foundational
guarantees is therefore conceived as another question as to which claims to sup-
port, respect, or condemn. In light of these questions, O’Regan and MacDonald
(2007) ground intercultural communication to an ethics of responsibility where
critical reason is exercised.

Responsibility, however, demands primarily an understanding of the con-
struction of identity. For Hall (1996), the construction of identity requires more
than one logic—the logic of the Other, which achieves its full dynamic potential
only when it engages in discursive work with the Self. This can be best realized in
societies that do not introduce entry standards according to which individuals are
offered access to a specific community. Rather, they establish interdependent rela-
tionships of “solidarity and hosting” in the belief that the Self cannot exist without
the Other. This conceptualization of solidarity and hosting derives from Freire’s
(1970) account of dialectics in Pedagogy of the Oppressed, which illustrates the
tensions of unity and difference between the oppressed and their oppressors.
Here, both the oppressed and the oppressors are, in the first instance, presented
as manifestations of dehumanization. Dehumanization suggests a state by which
the oppressors exploit the oppressed while the oppressed recognize oppressive-
ness without, however, taking action against it. The author thus invites both the
oppressed and the oppressors to participate in a continuous pursuit of knowledge,
invention, and reinvention in order to overcome the state of dehumanization. This
can be achieved when they engage in a dialogic relationship.

Perhaps Freire’s (1970) cultural vision sits in ambiguous metaphysical spaces.
However, I do not wish to dismiss metaphysics out of hand. Rather, [ wish to suggest
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that a further elaboration of metaphysical thinking can practically respond to the
complexity of the Freirian argument. To address this, the following discussion
focuses on the theory of communicative action (Habermas, 1984, 1989), which
provides a broader understanding of conflict resolution where the unpredictability
of face-to-face interaction meets a procedural pattern of communication.

In his Theory of Communicative Action, Habermas (1989) first draws our
attention to the “lifeworld.” The lifeworld is a transcendental site within which
intersubjective consensus is to be attained. Here, human beings, as “epistemic,”
“practical,” and “affective” subjects, satisfy a desire for a certain type of conver-
sational fulfillment—that of providing each other with access to learning. For
Habermas (1989), this is achieved through the use of language, a tool that is
internal to the content of thought. This suggests that language offers linguistic
structures that are objective so that interlocutors produce grammatically correct
sentences. However, grammaticality does not limit them to certain conditions of
possibility. Rather, it allows them to take a position toward criticizable validity
claims by which they can verbalize their oppositions and correspondences with a
view to gaining knowledge from each other. These validity claims are encapsulated
in the idea of “a universal pragmatics,” which attempts to create and maintain
universal conditions of possible understanding (Habermas, 2002). For Habermas
(1984), understanding is grounded on three presuppositions:

That the statement is true (or that the existential presuppositions
of the propositional content mentioned are in fact satisfied); That
the speech act is right with respect to the existing normative con-
text (or that the normative context it is supposed to satisfy is itself
legitimate); That the manifest intention of the speaker is meant as
it is expressed. (p. 99)

These three presuppositions suggest a background against which conversation
satisfies its procedural nature. They can be glossed as follows. “Comprehensibil-
ity” refers to the speaker’s ability to make intelligible statements that hearers will
be able to understand. “Truth” proposes that the speaker tells the truth. “Truthful-
ness” is used to mean that the speaker intends to tell the truth. “Rightness” refers
to the employment of the most appropriate utterance for a specific context.
Habermas (1995) argues that human beings are “variable,” “accidental,” and
“supratemporal” in that they demonstrate self-referential characteristics, which
are responsible for the apparent mismatches that exist in the world. Thus, they
may not necessarily orient themselves toward a universal discourse ethics. How-
ever, the state of being necessitates some degree of cooperation by which chaos
is avoided. In this respect, Habermas (2002) proposes that interlocutors should
not terminate the conversation. Instead, they should continue on the level of
argumentative speech. Argumentative speech suggests that speakers recognize
that their claims are problematic—for if they were successfully addressed, inter-
locutors would have reached some sort of agreement. At this stage, the author
states that interlocutors should not aim to satisfy the wider argument. Rather,
they should narrow the discussion to the problematic claim by supporting it
with further examples, experiences, and action consequences. Provided that the
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problematic claim is validated, it will be considered reliable. So, speakers and hear-
ers will reach understanding and agreement on the basis of mutually shared sub-
jectivity. However, their claims will again become open to critical discussion when
speakers encounter other hearers with their own special domain of subjectivity.
The theory of communicative action that Habermas (1984, 1989) proposes is
one that necessitates a process of discussion without which human beings would
either distance themselves from each other or resort to violence to resolve their
differences. As Freire (1970) argues, distancing suggests that individuals recognize
that they are being oppressed but fear to speak and act while violence reverses the
poles of the contradiction by situating the oppressed in the position of the oppressors.
While both distancing and violence denote a posture of dehumanization, the
Habermasian procedural pattern of communication offers human beings greater
opportunities to achieve freedom by indicating a transformational response,
one that aims to reconstruct the lifeworld through the articulation of problem-
atic validity claims. To accomplish, however, such a transformational response,
learners need to practice the theory of communicative action in the classroom in
the belief that practice will facilitate some degree of confidence before students
articulate their claims in the intercultural public sphere. Perhaps critical incident
scenarios can be useful for this purpose. The following two examples, which my
significant others have personally witnessed, can be presented as a starting point.

Critical Incident Scenarios

1. A woman works as a radio officer on a tanker ship. The ship stops in
Saudi Arabia to load petroleum. When finishing her shift, the woman
decides to take a walk up and down the harbor. It is 40 degrees Celsius.
So, the woman wears a vest and shorts uncovering her shoulders and
legs. Once she walks out of the ship, a local policeman thrusts a gun
into her ribs. He forces the woman to cover her hair and the naked parts
of her body; otherwise, she cannot walk up and down the harbor.

2. A Pakistani migrant in a Christian country, while on his way to work,
takes a break to practice his religion. When a local policeman sees the
man, he kicks him on the ground, hits him repeatedly, and tells him
that he can worship only in a mosque.

The preceding scenarios illustrate two examples where local authorities abused
their power in order to impose their religious beliefs on individuals originating
from different religious backgrounds. When presenting these incidents in the class-
room, some students side with the powerful in the belief that sojourners should
always adhere to the seemingly determining norms and beliefs of the community
visited. Thus, they invoke the proverbial saying “when in Rome, do as the Romans,”
which greatly departs from any progression toward liberation as it encourages
individuals to adopt the stance of “going native” as a means of showing tolerance
toward otherness. However, many others understand the negative consequences of
religious fundamentalism. Without necessarily supporting any particular religious
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practices, they condemn violence by feeling the need to engage in a dialogue with
the Other. At this stage, students are naturally divided into two groups. The first
speaks in favor of local authorities, whereas the second stands for the voiceless and
marginalized (i.e., the woman and the migrant). To follow the Habermasian proce-
dural pattern of communication, each group is encouraged to make a list of claims
supporting the individuals they represent. Once the groups decide their claims,
they offer them for critical discussion, aiming to validate those underpinned by
reliable arguments. Here, there is a danger of validating claims not always leading
toward liberation, as some learners may be better discussants than others. For this
reason, language instructors need to emphasize that discussion should not satisfy
a desire of talking others into a specific point of view but rather focus on what is
being unlearned in the course of this learning. For a theory of society, Habermas
(2003) argues, “this possibility of unlearning has to be critical . . . to its own social
setting, that is, it has to be open to self-criticism” (p. 242).

Conclusions

The aim of this chapter was to discuss the two developmental turns that intercul-
tural communication has experienced. The first was termed the fraditional view
of intercultural communication, where language learners are encouraged to dem-
onstrate tolerance and flexibility toward the cultural practices of the Other. The
second was titled the critical view of intercultural communication, referring to
the ability of students to actively manifest their concerns when confronting other-
ness as a means of enabling political autonomy and choice. Although these two
views were presented as distinct, in many respects they overlap with each other
in that the works cited present characteristics immediately recognizable in both
views. For example, the notion of intercultural speaker (Byram & Zarate, 1997) is
strengthened in the critical view with the addition of critical cultural awareness/
political education. Equally, the introduction of ethnography, as a method likely
to facilitate intercultural speaker development, does not simply move within com-
fortable learning spaces, indicating that any cross-cultural encounter will lead to
a happy ending. Rather, it operates within the multiple sites of everyday discourse,
as in the case of one language learner who observed the lives of male transvestite
prostitutes in Spain (Roberts et al., 2001).

At this stage, one may question the reasons by which I decided to present
the ideas of the aforementioned authors in my description of the traditional view
when these neatly fit in the critical view of intercultural communication. One way
to respond to skeptical readers is to remind them that these authors established
language and culture pedagogy as an academic discipline almost two decades ago,
when modern language education was facing very hard times. These were marked
by the academy’s refusal to acknowledge the marriage of language and culture or
the assurance that the presentation of the fours Fs—foods, fairs, folklores, and
(statistical) facts—would suffice to sustain understanding between cultures, a
view that Kramsch (1991) problematizes. Any initial conceptualization of inter-
cultural communication as a manifestation of tolerance and flexibility should be
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understood not only as a radical departure from familiar teaching establishments,
then, but also as one questioning the defining approaches that characterized
the time. Such initiatives brought intercultural communication to a position of
refinement, a position, however, that remains a work in progress regardless of the
fact that times have changed for the better thanks to these authors.

Although intercultural pedagogies reach beyond prescribed boundaries, some
language instructors do not necessarily orient themselves toward the critical view
of intercultural communication. While some of them believe that tolerance can
reinstate the possibilities of being and becoming for language learners, others fear
that any active manifestation of discomfort can endanger the students’ security
and well-being. Thus, they encourage them to reflect on unjust treatment without
necessarily taking action against it under the assumption that reflection can mark
a move toward freedom; perhaps it can when reflection denotes an oppositional
stance toward human suffering, exploitation, and abuse of social power. However,
it remains a partial response to public democratic culture when learners do not
exhibit their differences in practice. It is therefore our responsibility to enable
learners to progress from reflection to praxis. To achieve this, I proposed that the
critical view of intercultural communication be informed from the theory of com-
municative action (Habermas, 1984, 1989), where conflict is managed through
a procedural pattern of communication based on the transcendent power of lan-
guage and an interminable questioning of truth, divorcing the Self and the often
underappreciated Other from their unquestioned familiarity. Provided that the
pattern is sufficiently practiced in the classroom, learners can gain a sense of con-
fidence by which they will be able to tackle cacophonous dominant discourses and
transform them into a language of possibility—a dialogic language out of which
new experiences emerge for human beings.
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