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Practical in focus, grounded in social interaction, and written in a 
strong narrative style replete with concrete examples, Intercultural 
Communication: Pathways to Better Interactions provides readers with 
an examination of diverse cultural practices that can be used to 
support successful communication.

Author David Boromisza-Habashi’s approach is grounded in theory, yet 
relevant and highly accessible for students. Using vivid and relatable 
anecdotes, he deftly explores the primary challenge of effective inter-
cultural communication in our globalized world: the ability to properly 
coordinate interactions to achieve shared meaning.

The vital importance of understanding cultural communication, and 
how it relates to being a responsible member of society, is stressed 
throughout the book. The weaving of scholarly work and everyday 
encounters highlights the role of inquiry as not just an academic 
endeavor but as an everyday practice. Strategies for coordinating inter-
cultural encounters in the real world encourage readers to take action 
and recognize that this work and learning doesn’t end when the course 
ends. Rather, it is a process, one that should be an ongoing part of 
their lives.

The pragmatic, thought-provoking approach of this book is timely, 
useful, and relevant. Intercultural Communication: Pathways to Better 
Interactions is the ideal textbook for students of intercultural commu-
nication who wish to create and foster meaningful social interactions.

David Boromisza-Habashi (Ph.D., University of Massachusetts 
Amherst) in an associate professor in the Department of Communica-
tion at the University of Colorado Boulder. His research explores how 
communication as language use is shaped by the cultural context in 
which it occurs.
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T he experience of cultural difference in intercultural interactions between 
actual participants is an intensely personal experience. Participants can 

suddenly find themselves feeling confused, intrigued, frustrated, excited, and 
embarrassed, all at the same time. Students I have taught over the years often 
react to the onslaught of such emotions by running away from cultural difference. 
I wrote this book to convince them to run toward it instead.

This book was born of a desire to empower students to become competent 
intercultural practitioners—that is, informed communicators who can recognize 
when they are faced with cultural difference in communication, have strategies 
for making sense of cultural difference, and work toward restoring coordinated 
interaction with cultural others for the purpose of completing specific tasks. As 
a result, although the book contains a brief introduction to the field of intercul-
tural communication in Chapter 2, its main focus is to help students chart their 
own pathways toward better intercultural interactions.

Given the goal of helping students become competent intercultural practi-
tioners, I followed three principles in writing this book:

1. Keep it interaction focused. Throughout the book, I maintain focus 
on examples of actual intercultural interactions and the features of such 
interactions. As an ethnographer of communication working within the 
intellectual tradition of language and social interaction, I believe in the key 
role of context-bound social interaction in constituting relations in every 
context and at every scale of social life. Coordinated social interaction 
is the universal sine qua non of successful coexistence and collaboration 
among individuals in and across social groups. As Chapter 9 states: “Com-
munication matters. Interacting with others creates opportunities to make 
the most of our interdependent lives in diverse societies. Communication 
is the playing field where we attempt to coordinate our interactions, our 
goals, and our lives. We negotiate, we persuade, we share our stories, we 
praise, and we hold each other accountable in social interaction.” Cultural 

Preface
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variation in social interaction explains why many (not all!) interactions between 
individual speakers become uncoordinated. This book prepares students to 
appreciate and study differences among expressive systems that such cultural 
variation brings into relief. It also prepares them to avoid essentialist thinking 
about cultures by shifting their attention from the uniqueness of cultural groups 
to the uniqueness of the expressive systems social groups rely on to coordinate 
their everyday actions and lives. In addition, the book constantly reminds stu-
dents that some elements of local expressive systems are not unique to particular 
groups but circulate globally. 

2. Keep it practical. My undergraduate students tend to regard intercultural com-
munication as a practical concern. In other words, they see it as an activity they 
would like to get better at. Cultural pragmatics, the approach I adopt in this book, 
embraces and builds on this popular orientation to intercultural communica-
tion. Cultural pragmatics is principally concerned with how speakers engaged 
in intercultural communication can produce knowledge about unfamiliar con-
text-bound uses of language (including the social and cultural meanings of those 
uses) and how they can act on that knowledge for the sake of coordinating their 
communication with cultural others for the purpose of accomplishing practical 
tasks. This book is not designed to turn students into ethnographers of commu-
nication or discourse analysts; rather it uses theories and concepts from those 
research traditions to equip students to make sense of intercultural difference in 
communication to the extent accomplishing practical tasks (e.g., apologizing, 
running a meeting, asking someone out, etc.) with cultural others requires them 
to do so. The book also maintains focus on the moral and political dimensions 
of everyday communication practice and the practice of cultural investigation 
I call “building culture.” Finally, the principle of practicality guided me to fore-
ground interaction in Western contexts—given that most students using this 
book are likely to reside in the United States or other Western countries—and 
in interpersonal and workplace contexts, which tend to be of most interest to 
Western students.

3. Keep it personal. As anyone with firsthand experience of intercultural encoun-
ters knows, coming face-to-face with cultural difference is not a purely cognitive 
exercise. Rather, due to the possibility of miscommunication or the lack of time 
and other resources to clarify differences between culturally unique expressive 
systems, both the social life of the person and their sense of self are at stake. This 
book maintains focus on this whole-person approach to intercultural commu-
nication in two ways. First, it is written in an engaging style that appeals not 
only to students’ intellect but also to their emotional worlds, senses of humor, 
and life experiences. To foster further engagement with the text, I included a 
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number of my students’ personal narratives of encountering cultural difference. 
These narratives, which I have lightly edited for style and length, appear at the 
beginning of the chapters in Parts II to IV of the book, with the authors’ names 
replaced with gender-neutral pseudonyms. Second, the book features a stronger 
authorial voice than typical textbooks. I make elements of my personal history, 
including my own struggles with intercultural interactions, available to students 
in order to emphasize that building culture is a practice in which intercultural 
practitioners—including the author of the textbook—engage throughout their 
lives, and that doesn’t invariably lead to success. As the author, I take full advantage 
of my status as a cultural “outsider within”—that is, as a foreign-born citizen of 
the United States who struggles with some aspects of the local expressive system 
to this day. 

The result of my commitment to these principles is a textbook unique in its strong 
focus on actual examples of intercultural interactions, the practice of (inter)cultural 
inquiry for the sake of improving future interactions, and the personal experience of 
cultural difference. 

The book contains 14 chapters that can be taught in any order. The order of chapters 
in the book represents my own pedagogical orientation to teaching the course: begin 
with shorter introductory chapters that lay out the practical challenges of intercultural 
interaction and possible solutions offered by cultural pragmatics (Chapters 1-3), then 
move to the review of some (not all!) features of interaction that can lead to intercultural 
miscommunication (Chapters 4-11), then review the importance of cultural meaning 
and “normality” (Chapters 12-13), and end with a chapter that ties together the course 
by summarizing the process of building culture (Chapter 14).

Each chapter contains:

• learning goals to guide students’ attention

• highlighted key terms (defined in the glossary)

• text boxes that address students’ practical questions and link the material to 
principles of cultural pragmatics

• a “Barriers to Coordinated Interaction” section that creates explicit links 
between the material presented in individual chapters and the practice of 
intercultural communication

• reflection questions to aid students in their effort to process the material and 
link it to their personal experience

• a list of references
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Supporting materials accompanying this book for adopting instructors include:

• a syllabus constructed around the structure of the book

• one PowerPoint presentation per chapter

• two to three online videos and/or activity recommendations per chapter

• a test bank featuring multiple choice, fill-in-the-blank, and essay questions

• the description of a multistage assignment (called the “Rich Point Project”) 
designed to engage students in cultural inquiry related to their own personal 
experiences of cultural difference in intercultural interaction

This book would not have been possible without Nora Boromisza-Habashi, my 
wife, who discussed with me and accompanied me through many of the intercultural 
encounters I narrate in this book. I am indebted to Mike Agar, Karen Ashcraft, Benja-
min Bailey, Donal Carbaugh, Bob Craig, Danielle Hodge, Tamar Katriel, Marcyliena 
Morgan, Karen Tracy, and Gerry Philipsen for the intellectual inspiration I have been 
able to draw from their research and pedagogical practices. I also owe Benjamin Broome 
(Arizona State University), Barbara Ruth Burke (University of Minnesota Morris), 
Joseph S. Caputo (Gonzaga University), Alan Hansen (Carroll College), Tabitha Hart 
(San José State University), Sunny Lie (California State Polytechnic University, Pomona), 
Trudy Milburn (Southern Connecticut State University), Kristine Muñoz (University of 
Iowa), Cheryl L. Nicholas (Pennsylvania State University, Berks), Max Saito (Westfield 
State University), and Nadezhda M. Sotirova (University of Minnesota, Morris) a debt 
of gratitude for their helpful comments on drafts of the book manuscript. Thanks to 
my research assistant, Emily Loker, for helping this book come alive with examples of 
intercultural interactions. I have to thank my publisher, Todd Armstrong, for believing 
in this project from the beginning, and my project editor, Michelle Piehl, for keeping 
its development on track. Last but not least, advance thanks to you, the instructor, 
for adopting this book and for your valiant effort to pronounce my sizable last name 
(Boh-roh-mee-sah Ha-bah-she). 

David Boromisza-Habashi, Ph.D. 
Department of Communication
University of Colorado Boulder



1

S ometimes cultural difference unexpectedly hits you in 
the gut.
I (the guy who wrote this book) was born and raised in 

Budapest, Hungary, in the last quarter of the 20th century. I 
lived in my home country until I finished my undergraduate 
education, and then I moved to the United States (almost) per-
manently. In the spring of 2000, I was a young international 
student working on my master’s degree in communication 
at the Albany campus of the State University of New York 
(SUNY). One day, while walking back to the graduate student 
office after grabbing lunch at the Campus Center, I saw a 
small gathering of students in front of the university library 
under the gray concrete columns of the main quad. They 
were listening to a smartly dressed woman in her 50s stand-
ing on a small podium. Not being in any particular hurry, I 
stopped to listen. It turned out the woman was representing 
the organization MADD (Mothers Against Drunk Driving). 
She was telling the story of how her young son had gotten 
into a drunken friend’s car after a party. They died terrible 
deaths when they crashed into a tree in the middle of the night.

In this chapter, you will learn:

• the general approach of this 
book to culture

• the difference between 
culture as a thing and culture 
as a process

• the six characteristics 
of culture

“Where Do I Look 
for Culture?”
A Practical Approach to 
Intercultural Communication

1
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While I understood her story was intended to be a cautionary tale about drunk driving, 
I suddenly felt a rush of conflicting feelings. I felt sad and curious, empathetic and repulsed, 
glued to the spot and wanting to walk away as quickly as possible. I could no longer listen 
to what the speaker was saying, I was too busy sorting through these various emotions. 
In the end, I mustered the strength to walk back to my office. It took me a few hours to 
calm down and figure out why I found myself overcome by this maelstrom of emotions.

The main reason, I concluded eventually, wasn’t who the speaker was or what she 
said, at least not directly. It wasn’t even the personal connection I had to alcoholism 
as someone with family members who were alcoholics. I had to dig a little deeper. 
Growing up in Hungary during the dying days of state socialism before the country’s 
shift to Western-style liberal democracy in 1989, I took two things for granted about 
public speaking. One, that it was not the job of the average citizen to speak to groups 
of strangers. Public speaking in my mind was tied to particular occupations. People 
like politicians, professors, and priests spoke publicly because it was their jobs to do so. 
Two, the public speakers I had listened to as a kid never spoke about the intimate details 
of their lives, and most certainly not about something as deeply intimate as the death 
of a child. In my mind, stories of birth, love, illness, and death were to be discussed 
in private with friends and family. From the perspective of my childhood experiences, 
the MADD speaker’s performance seemed freakishly inappropriate.

And yet, as I stood there listening to her, I could see that the rest of the audience 
did not seem to be as taken aback by her words as I was. The expressions on students’ 
faces were solemn but not disturbed. They understood the situation, and they knew 
precisely what to do: stand in reflective silence and wait for the speaker to finish. My 
brain and heart were doing cartwheels, but I could tell that my reaction was that of an 
uninformed outsider. It slowly dawned on me that I wanted to learn more about the 
communication practice called public speaking.

CULTURE AS A THING

There is no such thing as culture.
Sometimes we have to communicate with people whose culture is different from 

our own.

At first glance, these two statements seem contradictory. If there is no such thing as 
culture, how can it be possible to encounter and interact with people from other cul-
tures? And if it is possible to do those things, how can we claim that cultures don’t exist?

Actually, the two statements are less contradictory than they seem. More precisely, 
they are only contradictory if we view culture as a thing. Intuition tells us culture is a 
thing with certain characteristics that people have or in which they have membership. 
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Sometimes we think about culture as ethnic food, folk costumes, or native art. At other 
times, we imagine culture to be the traditions of people who live in exotic places or 
nations far away from ours. Some commodities, objects to be bought and sold, such 
as home decoration, clothing, or entertainment, are marketed to us as representative 
of other cultures. When people who look or speak differently from us do things that 
strike us as strange or morally objectionable, we often say, “Well, they did that because 
they are from a different culture, they have different traditions.” Many of us who work 
or study at universities believe culture is something anthropologists study. 

None of these ways of thinking about cultural differences are wrong in some abstract 
sense. They have been around for a very long time, or at least since the German thinker 
Alexander Humboldt introduced the idea of “cultural” differences among nations in the 
early 1800s. Humboldt believed languages were governed by cultural rules that applied 
to how those languages were used. Languages used according to those rules expressed 
the worldviews and cultural knowledge of the people who spoke those languages. Thus, 
the German language revealed a German culture, the French language revealed a 
French culture, and so on. Humboldt’s thoughts influenced intercultural communica-
tion research and popular thinking about language and culture for centuries to come. 

It is hard to deny this way of thinking about culture has some utility. Mainly, it 
helps ordinary members of societies distinguish people who can be expected to act, 
think, feel, or live like them from people who cannot. The question is: Do these ways 
of thinking about culture and cultural difference help us communicate and live together 
with others in our neighborhoods and around the world? And are there are other, more 
useful ways of thinking about culture that help us move toward these ends? 

In what follows, I will first introduce you to the experience of rich points, the first 
step on the path toward building culture. I will then briefly address cultural pragmatics, 
the theoretical core of this book, and then discuss culture as a process—as opposed to 
a thing—with six characteristics. I leave you with the idea that culture is, in essence, 
communication.

INTRODUCING RICH POINTS: 
THE VISCERAL EXPERIENCE OF CULTURAL DIFFERENCE

In this book, you will see me share many personal anecdotes of intercultural encounters—
not just my own but my students’ as well—to highlight intercultural communication 
as a practical challenge in our everyday lives. Anecdotes are powerful things. We tend 
to think of anecdotes as “just” stories that make our conversations and our lives more 
fun. I disagree. Anecdotes entertain, but they also help us make sense of our own and 
each other’s lives, and they model such sense making to others. When we tell anecdotes 
and other types of stories, we “edit” the endlessly complex world into episodes that are 
understandable, enjoyable, and shareable, and we show others how such editing can 
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be done. Telling anecdotes also forces us to appreciate the contexts in which events 
unfold. Context is the background against which anything we say and do “means” 
things. Without context, there is no meaning—or at least not the kind of meaning 
people interacting with one another need in order to be able to move toward shared 
(or different) social goals. You’ll read more about this later.

From Culture Shock to Rich Points
Most people in the English-speaking world describe1 moments like these as “culture 
shock” (National Communication Association, 2019). The Canadian applied anthro-
pologist Kalervo Oberg, who popularized the term, introduced his famous paper on 
the subject in this way: “Culture shock is precipitated by the anxiety that results from 
losing all our familiar signs and symbols of social intercourse” (1960, p. 177). He then 
described culture shock as a psychological state common among people who suddenly 
find themselves transplanted to other countries. The psychological effects of encoun-
tering cultural difference are undeniable, but what I don’t like about the term “culture 
shock” is that it casts moments like my encounter with U.S. American public speaking 
in a negative light. In fact, I can’t think of an encounter that led me to learn more about 
the United States than the one on that fateful spring day in Albany, New York. 

A concept coined by another anthropologist, Michael Agar (1994), captures the 
productive side of the shock people experience in intercultural encounters. He called 
these moments “rich points.” Rich points are moments that combine the raw and intense 
feelings of confusion and curiosity in roughly equal amounts. The stalling mind of the 
individual experiencing a rich point throws up two simultaneous questions: “Why 
on earth would they do that?” and “What did they mean by that?” You may point out 
that such moments are not exclusive to intercultural encounters, and you would be 
right. Sometimes our loved ones, neighbors, and acquaintances do things that throw 
us for a loop and make us want to figure out what they might be up to. But rich points 
are different in the sense that they occur in situations when the people experiencing 
them are inspired to seek a cultural explanation for the unfamiliar conduct that fails to 
compute. Rich points don’t prompt us to explain why particular individuals did what 
they did: they involve us in the larger project of reconstructing the system of meanings, 
beliefs, and values on the basis of which their conduct apparently made sense to them 
and other members of their groups or communities but not to us.

1 You will see these in-text citations (Author Last Name, Year of Source) throughout this book.  In-text 
citations are provided to identify key scholarly works or sources that shape and inform the ideas presented 
in that part of the chapter.  These citations are formatted in APA (American Psychological Association), 
and style and format that is used throughout the social sciences.  Full source information for all in-text 
citations is found in the References section at the back the book.
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Such reconstruction means much more than trying to generalize from particular 
incidents to entire cultures. Once you decide to pursue a rich point, you are in it for the 
long haul. You are making focused observations, looking for more instances of the same 
confusing and intriguing conduct, identifying patterns of conduct across speakers and sit-
uations, asking questions of members of the social group you are now treating as “a culture,” 
taking notes or keeping a diary, collecting videos and online articles, reading scholarship 
(if you have access to it, which I am not taking for granted), and so on and so forth. 

Some Rich Points Are “Richer” Than Others 
I should quickly point out that not all rich points result in such dogged pursuits of culture. 
Although I did all of these things after my encounter with Anglo-American–style public 
speaking (and continue to do them to this day), I have not pursued all of my rich points 
with such keen interest. To give you an example, years after my encounter with public 
speaking, I had another encounter with a neighbor and his ladder. By that time, I was living 
in the western United States and had a new family and my first house in a leafy suburban 
neighborhood. One day, a storm hit my town. After the storm, I noticed some broken 
shingles on the ground in the backyard and decided to investigate. As we had only recently 
moved to the neighborhood, I didn’t have a ladder that was long enough for me to climb 
onto the roof. As I was considering various foolish plans to somehow make my way to the 
roof from a nearby tree, a neighbor passed by (let’s call him Jay.) Jay and I chatted briefly, 
and I told him about the broken shingles. In a friendly and generous manner that I have 
come to associate with the western United States, he immediately volunteered to give me a 
crash course in roof maintenance. He grabbed a ladder from his house and patiently helped 
me replace the damaged shingles. He then told me he was going to leave his ladder next 
to his house, just inside the fence, and that I should feel free to grab it any time I wanted.

Long story short, a couple of days later, I did need Jay’s ladder. I walked up to his 
house, opened the gate, grabbed the ladder, used it, and returned it the same afternoon. 
The following day, I ran into him in the street and thanked him for letting me use his 
ladder. “You got it from the house?” he asked. When I answered in the affirmative, he 
gave me “the look” that told me I had done something wrong. We talked for another 
minute and went home. Another rich point! What did I do to offend this kind man? I 
had simply followed his directions. I was teaching an intercultural communication 
course at the time and asked my students for their input. After some discussion, they 
suggested I should have knocked on Jay’s 
door to let him know I was going to take 
the ladder, but this seemed to contradict 
Jay’s direct offer that I should feel free to 
take it whenever I wanted. As intrigued and 
clueless as I was, and as much as I wanted 
to learn about the cultural rules of conduct 

A Practical Question
How would you interpret Jay’s 
conduct? Did I violate any cultural 
norms or expectations?
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in American suburbia, I lacked the time and the energy to pursue my rich point further 
and eventually gave up. (Also, the pressure to address this rich point lessened consid-
erably when Jay and his family moved away a couple of years later.) 

Inevitably, our energy, attention, and curiosity are in short supply, or we get dis-
tracted and fail to follow our rich points to the stage of cultural discovery. Nevertheless, 
this book is based on the assumption that there will be rich points you will want to 
pursue with creativity and determination. My goal is to give you some conceptual and 
methodological tools to do just that—in other words, to put you on a path to discovery 
However, before we can start reviewing those tools, I need to say a few things about 
the approach this book takes to intercultural communication.

BUILDING CULTURE

Rich points are the starting points of cultural investigation: they are (or can be) win-
dows on unfamiliar systems of meaningful communicative conduct. Yes, cultural 
investigation begins at the “gut level.” What follows from this orientation to intercultural 
communication is that when you pursue rich points, the culture you discover will be, 
at least in part, built by you, for your own purposes, at a moment in your personal 
history and in the history of the social group or community whose culture you are 
busy reconstructing. Cultures don’t have entirely independent existences from those 
who build them. I say “entirely” because it is possible to read or otherwise witness 
other people’s accounts of a target culture. I have found plenty of articles and books 
on the history and practice of public speaking in the United States, and there is a lot 
more to read. Still, I will not be able to avoid putting these readings together with my 
own observations—including taking a public speaking course out of sheer curiosity 
and, later, teaching one—in a way that will be uniquely tied to my experiences and my 
identity as a White Hungarian-born cisgender heterosexual married male with three 
kids living in the United States in the early 21st century. 

To say we build culture is not the same thing as saying culture is somehow “sub-
jective.” When we label someone’s claim subjective, what we imply is that it is an 

expression of a unique individual’s personal 
point of view or opinion and therefore 
doesn’t apply to anyone else. Building cul-
ture, however, involves the well-informed, 
rigorous reconstruction of the form and 
local meaning of unfamiliar conduct in an 
unfamiliar social group or community in 
the process of interacting with its members. 
Such reconstruction involves taking all rel-
evant blocks, bits, and scraps of information 

A Practical Question
Do you have access to online or library 
materials for the purpose of building 
culture? If you do, lucky you! If you 
don’t, there is no need to despair: 
you can build culture without such 
materials. Building culture means 
working with what you have.
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(e.g., personal experience, observations, conversations, interviews, readings, etc.) 
available to the culture builder and building up a cultural interpretation of unfamiliar 
communication conduct. 

This kind of inquiry is fundamentally relational: that is, it sees cultural knowledge 
as emerging from a process of interaction between cultural insiders and outsiders. 
It is also modeled on the qualitative research methodology known as ethnography, 
the rigorous study of social groups from the standpoint of an investigator who freely 
acknowledges their perspective is far from universal and that cultural knowledge takes 
shape between cultural members and the investigator. Building culture denies the 
possibility of seeking cultural knowledge from a “fly on the wall” external perspective. 
Building culture is impossible without social involvement, and social involvement is 
impossible without taking a perspective on life. We are, after all, humans.

Cultural Pragmatics
This is the view of culture I, adopting a term coined by communication scholar Donal 
Carbaugh (1993), will refer to as cultural pragmatics in this book. As an approach to 
intercultural communication, cultural pragmatics is concerned with how people who 
find themselves in intercultural communication encounters can produce knowledge 
about unfamiliar context-bound uses of language and the social and cultural meanings 
of those uses as well as how they can act on that knowledge for the sake of coordinat-
ing their communication with cultural others. From this perspective, building culture 
works a lot like what U.S. American pragmatist philosopher John Dewey (1938) called 

“inquiry”: “Inquiry is the controlled or directed transformation of an indeterminate 
situation into one that is so determinate in its constituent distinctions and relations as 
to convert the elements of the original situation into a unified whole” (pp. 104-105). 
Dewey explained that this definition tied the need for inquiry to an “indeterminate 
situation” in which a person experiences doubt, panic, hesitation, and confusion. But 
these feelings should not be mistaken for a debilitating psychological condition that 
will keep someone from successful inquiry. In fact, these feelings are evidence that 
the person is already engaged in the process of responding to a confusing situation by 
recognizing they are faced with a puzzle that needs to be solved.

Culture as Process
Thus, rich points are the first step toward 
building culture. But what exactly is this 

“culture” we are building? Let’s begin with 
what it is not: a geographic box into which 
one is born (Agar, 2006). In the 21st century, 
it is no longer viable to think about cultures 

A Practical Question
Think about the neighborhood, town, 
or city where you live. How many 
cultures (or cultural traditions) coexist 
in these places? How do you know they 
are there?
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as small, geographically defined communities (e.g., villages, islands) in which members 
learn closed systems of meanings and actions, follow those systems from birth to death, 
and pass them down to their children as tradition. 

Instead, Agar invites us to rethink culture as a process with six characteristics:

1. At the beginning of the process, culture is a working assumption. Once you 
experience a rich point, you also assume the cultural others with whom you are 
communicating are not being unreasonable, misguided, or rude. Rather, you posit 
they are using language in a taken-for-granted manner in ways that makes good 
sense to them but not to you. As a result, your job is to figure out the meaning 
of what they said in that context. 

2. Culture is translation from one system of context-bound, locally mean-
ingful language use into another—namely, your own. It is not possible to 
articulate cultural understanding without reference to your own taken-for-granted 
communicative conduct.

3. Culture is relational. Culture is invisible from the inside. Think about it: you 
don’t need to think about culture in order to communicate the way you regularly 
do. Once you start examining things you take for granted, they are no longer 
taken for granted. Thus, culture is only visible from an outside position, but that 
position is never neutral: it is always someone’s position. But the culture you 
build will never be “theirs” or “yours”: it will always be between you and your 
target speakers. To use a somewhat tired metaphor, it is a bridge between your 
system of communication and the other’s.

4. Culture is partial. You and I are members of multiple social groups. In everyday 
talk, we tend to refer to these memberships as our various identities. My identities 
include Hungarian, a native of the capital Budapest, a U.S. academic, and a dad. 
What’s noteworthy about these identities for the purpose of this discussion is that 
all of these identities come with typical ways of speaking that are sometimes inter-
related, sometimes not. I speak fluent Hungarian with a standard accent after all 
these years of living outside the country, although my brothers who still live there 
sometimes have a good laugh when I use outdated slang. As a native of Budapest, 
I sometimes let slip a disparaging comment or two about “those people in the 
countryside,” comments that make folks “from the countryside” (including my 
mother-in-law) respond with biting comments about “those people from Buda-
pest.” As a U.S. academic, I know how to participate in intellectual conversations 
at conferences and how to complain about the beginning of the semester with 
colleagues in the hallway. As a dad, I am well versed in the art form known as the 

“dad joke” (“Welcome to my home!” “What’s upstairs?” “Stairs don’t talk.”). Any 
of these ways of speaking could be made the subject of cultural inquiry. When 
building culture, we must keep in mind that no person is likely to fit neatly into 
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one culture—in fact, most of us stand at the crossroads of multiple cultures, no 
matter what part of the world we are from.

5. Culture is plural. What follows from the partial nature of culture is that any 
culture we build will always be an element of a larger cultural mosaic. Let’s do a 
thought experiment. Imagine you grew up in St. Louis, Missouri, with parents 
who immigrated to the United States from Colombia. Now imagine I went to a 
party your parents hosted. As I’m getting ready to go home, your dad asks me, 
point blank, why I’m about to leave. I tell him it’s late and I have to get up early 
tomorrow. He says I can’t leave and ushers me back to the living room. This 
conversation is repeated two more times. Seeing the look of mild shock on my 
face, you come over and explain, in a slightly embarrassed tone, that this is typ-
ical Colombian behavior, not Midwestern at all. Now, if I were to follow up on 
my rich point and do a bit of cultural investigation, I would find out about the 
Colombian leave-taking ritual the ethnographer Kristine Muñoz (Fitch, 1998) 
called salsipuede (“leave if you can”), but I would also find out about a slice of 
Midwestern speech culture from the perspective through which this ritual feels 
like an imposition. In addition, I might learn how you sometimes feel caught 
between two cultures when you engage in this practice yourself and that you 
would never think of using salsipuede when there are no Colombians around. I 
would be making a mistake if I were to assume that because you have Colom-
bian parents you would act Colombian across contexts, all the time, without 
any uncertainty or self-doubt. This doesn’t call the existence of salsipuede into 
question, but we do need to be mindful of the extent to which the cultures we 
build explain the context-bound conduct of our cultural others—in other words, 
the explanatory power of culture.

6. Culture is the product of the process of inquiry. Culture, again, is not a thing 
that exists independently of those who observe it. Culture is one of those dual 
terms that Dewey (1925/1958) called double-barreled: they point to processes 
and the products of those processes. (Other examples of such terms include “com-
munication,” “dialogue,” “experience,” “performance,” “expression,” “conflict,” and 

“illustration.”) Think about culture as a verb and a noun, two sides of the same coin. 
When we “culture” (verb), we make a decision to treat someone’s seemingly odd 
communicative conduct as an expression of culture, and we view that someone 
as a cultural other. Then, once we reconstruct the taken-for-granted forms and 
meanings of a cultural other’s communicative conduct, we produce an account of 

“culture” (noun). To put it simply, when you build culture, you get culture. (I like 
this formulation better than “when you culture, you get culture”—this sentence 
sounds odd even to my non-native speaker’s ear.)
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The Disadvantages of Viewing Culture as a Thing
Let’s turn to summarizing some of the disadvantages of conceiving of culture as a 
thing other people have or do from the perspective of everyday practitioners engaged 
in intercultural communication. First, such a view is essentialist in the sense that 
it imagines people being born with, or into, one culture and living with that same 
culture throughout their lives. Culture is their essence, their very nature. Members of 
cultures, in this view, run culture almost like an operating system. They can neither 
look beyond their cultures nor change them on their own. Their ways change only 
when their whole cultures change.

Second, this view is anachronistic, or outdated. Very few people live their lives today 
in neatly identifiable “cultures” isolated from the rest of the world. As finance, trade, 
politics, entertainment, and social media go global, our lives are touched by events that 
happen elsewhere, products made elsewhere, thoughts first thought elsewhere. This 
is not to say the world is becoming homogenous: this view of globalization is almost 
as outdated as the notion of discrete cultures. The truth is somewhere in the middle: 
people around the world live lives that are in some respects different from, and in other 
respects similar to, the lives of others elsewhere.

Third, viewing culture as a thing can be socially alienating. Because culture can seem 
too big, too complex, too unwieldy, too exotic, or too far away, it is easy to conclude 
the average person cannot possibly make sense of it. It is even easier to conclude other 
people’s cultures are inferior to one’s own. This type of alienation can breed stereotyping, 
prejudice, and a general attitude of dismissal toward other cultures.

Finally, the culture-as-thing view tends to produce simplistic ways of thinking about 
cultural difference. Often, those who approach culture as a discrete object quickly 
overgeneralize their observations about the conduct of individuals to the conduct (or 
ways of thinking) of entire social groups across speakers and contexts. It is also easy 
to fall into the trap of overstating the significance of cultural differences at the cost of 
other types of difference. Cultural difference is not the only reason for communication 
breakdowns among those who see themselves as members of different cultures—the 
cause can also be different interests or differences based on gender, class, race, ethnicity, 
or political opinions, among others. Reducing all social difference to cultural difference 
is a simple but erroneous solution. 

CULTURE IS COMMUNICATION

By now, you have probably picked up on an underlying assumption of this book: 
culture and communication are indistinguishable. Communication expresses culture 
to outsiders, and outsiders can draw on observable acts of communication to identify 
cultural ways of speaking. Outsiders can observe unfamiliar acts of communication, 
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ask questions, and read communication 
research, social media posts, and com-
ments. They can listen to recordings and 
watch videos and build up an account of a 
different cultural system of communication 
little by little, observation by observation, 
mistake by mistake, and speculation by 
speculation. (This is the research process 
known as abduction.) 

The culture they build will capture the 
taken-for-granted system of communica-
tive means and the meanings members of 
a cultural group draw on to take care of 
the business of everyday life. This insight 
helps them align their own ways of speaking 
with those of cultural others and strive to 
improve intercultural communication with them. 

Notice that thinking of communication and culture in these ways implies you can 
try to treat any system of communicative means (consisting of words, phrases, idioms, 
stories, apologies, genres, rituals, etc.) and their local meanings as cultures. You don’t 
even have to leave your neighborhood. This books invites you to cast a cultural look at 
any social group distinguished by ethnicity, race, gender, political affiliation, sexuality, 
religious belief, region, ability, fandom, occupation, or nation whose members surprise 
you with their distinctive unfamiliar communicative conduct. 

Let me end this chapter by coming full circle to the two statements with which I 
started out: “There is no such thing as culture” and “Sometimes we have to communi-
cate with people whose culture is different from our own.” In light of the discussion so 
far, these statements should seem less contradictory than they did at the outset. You 
should be able to recognize there are no such things as self-contained cultures whose 
distinctiveness is evident independently from an outside observer’s perspective. We 
build cultures when we need them for groups or communities whose members com-
municate with us in unfamiliar ways. Cultures are explanations of difference between 
people who depend on one another, who would like to get something done with one 
another but cannot succeed in their efforts because they rely on different communica-
tion systems. Successful intercultural communicators can build cultures that capture 
the reasons why members of some groups communicate in seemingly odd ways and 
why they can translate those reasons into their own communication systems and use 
cultural knowledge to communicate in ways that are recognizable and agreeable to 
both parties. 

A Practical Question
What is your image of “research”? Do 
you imagine scientists in lab coats? A 
professor with glasses and a beard, 
wearing a jacket with elbow patches, 
writing complicated equations on a 
whiteboard? Students sitting among 
piles of books in a library? In this 
book, we take a more practical view of 
research as a process of inquiry any-
one can engage in, even if they don’t 
have access to all the resources of a 
professional scientist.
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REFLECTION QUESTIONS

1. Think back on the rich point involving Anglo-American public speaking. Are you 
familiar with this practice? If you are, how would you explain why U.S. public 
speakers often tell personal stories to cultural outsiders? If you aren’t, how would 
you begin building culture for this practice?

2. When was the last time you experienced culture shock that did not turn into a 
rich point? Why did you decide not to pursue understanding the conduct that 
shocked you from the perspective of cultural insiders? Did you make a conscious 
decision, or were there other reasons you moved on to other things?

3. When was the last time you experienced a rich point? How far did you pursue 
trying to understand the local meanings of the cultural conduct that caused your 
rich point?

4. Recall a time when you managed to figure out a puzzle. (Think of any kind of 
puzzle, such as figuring out how to operate a machine, how to cook a complicated 
dish for the first time, or why someone you care about was angry with you one 
day.) Try to reconstruct the process you went through. How did your process of 
inquiry start? What kind of information did you gather, and how did you gather 
it? Did you encounter dead ends? Did you make, and correct, mistakes? How 
did your inquiry end?

5. Think of the identities you call yours and that come with membership in particular 
social groups. Do any of those identities require you to speak in particular ways?


