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Sophia English Language Department Alumni Association

Dodging the blows in the invisible
world of intercultural interaction

I If you ask students in the English department why
| they are studying English the overwhelming
q majority will say that they want to use English either
L in their future carees or when they go abroad. In
|| either case the underlying assumption is that they
are aiming to use English as a means of "real-
life"communication. However the tricky thing about
communication is that it involves people, and
whenever people are involved you can pretty much
guarantee that trouble is likely to follow. That's
where | come in, because trouble, problems and any
other kind of intercultural mayhem are my main area
of interest. For the past two and a half years I've
been teaching 0 OO 0O OO, a general intercultural communication course, to third and
fourth year students. By looking at actual communication situations and the language and
body movements used within them, we analyse the different ways that people from different
cultural backgroounds communicate and in particular we try to figure out why
miscommunication occurs. Most of my own research focuses on problems in intercultural
interactions and recently my attention has been drawn towards interpersonal conflict. The
paper that | presented at the World Congress of Applied Linguistics (AILA) this past July
was a detailed analysis of conflict that occurred in the interaction between a male Japanese
college student and a male Chinese exchange student in Japanese. The interaction was
interesting because althought the Japanese student was becoming more and more annoyed
as the conversation progressed, the Chinese student never noticed this. This was because the
Japanese student never gave any explict signals that he was becoming angry. Instead, he
displayed a variety of subtle inexplict signals such as askig questions, rephrasing what the
Chinese student had said, explaining extensively, increasing his hand movements, and
increasing smiling at certain points in the interaction. These inexplicit signals could be




recognised by other native speakers who whatched the video recording of the interaction
but they remained invisible to the Chinese student because he had very different
expectations of how anger is displayed. In fact the Chinese student had the impression that
overall the interaction had been very enjoyable and was not aware that his comments were
being perceived in a negative way.

Although outright conflict might be rare, many students in the English department do
experience tensions when they interact with people from other cultures, particularly while
studying abroad. For most Japanese students this will be the first time that they experience
being an ethnic minority and become personally aware of issue of prejudice. For example,
one of my students reported being ignored by a female classmate and she attributed this
classmate's conduct to racism against Asians. This student's perception may indeed be true
and her classmate's conduct may well have been caused by prejudice. However, it has been
shown that non-native speakers' use of language, such as being more direct than expected in
the target language, may be perceived as "rudeness" and subsequently attributed not to a
language problem but a personality problem. Without interviewing the classmate, it is
impossible to rule out the possibility that she ignored my student not through prejudice but
because she thought she was a "rude" person based on past experiences. Conversely, some
Japanese students have criticised non-Japanese for being "aggresive" or "rude" when really
the problem was a difference in communication style rather than personality. In short, there
is often an invisible gap between the perceptions of participants in interculitural interactions
that can lead to serious misunderstandings.

Although greatly rewarding in many respects. intercultural interaction does have the
potential to be a minefield of hidden problems simply because many people are not aware of
the way that others perceive them and they do not realise that their own perceptions of
others may be founded on misjudgements. One of the primary aims of my research and
teaching is to try to make this invisible world a little more visible so that we can at least
have some idea as to which direction the blows might come from.
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