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1 Introducing the Problem Question 

In the previous chapter, we saw how people from di"erent cultures create a 
shared space that constantly changes yet remains stable. It is possible to say 
that intercultural communication is driven by change. But, why exactly do 
cultures change? 

In this chapter, thus, we take up the following Problem Question: ‘If 
change is the driving force behind of intercultural communication, what 
drives the change itself?’ 

2 Tensions in Intercultural Communication 

The expression in the subtitle of the chapter—Panta Rhei—belongs to Hera-
clitus (500 bc) and means ‘All things are in constant %ux.’This chapter, more 
than any other, is about the dynamic nature of intercultural interactions. In 
this chapter, you may be especially tempted to reach for !rm ground—only 
to discover that the way to keep it under your feet is to keep moving. 

We begin by looking at three examples of intercultural interactions. As 
you read the descriptions below, try to think what these situations have in 
common. 

The !rst example presents the following situation of a Thai manager 
working in an American subsidiary in Thailand: 

At New Year’s, Thais give presents to customers, but this organization 
can’t.They say it is illegal. If they do give things, they buy one thing in 
bulk and give it to everybody. In Thai culture, the gifts need to re%ect 
the relationship or the amount of business. 

(Mattson & Stage, 2001) 

How should this manager with a traditional Thai background interact with 
his American co-workers who expect gifts to be given in bulk and his clients 
who expect specialized gifts? 

The next example describes what happened between the white inhabit-
ants of Snow Low, AZ, and the members of the White Mountain Apache 
tribe living in the same area (see: ‘Fire arrest increases race tensions,’ 2002). 
One of the members of the Apache tribe was arrested and charged with 
starting a !re that grew into the largest !re in Arizona’s history.As a result, 
the Native Americans began to keep to themselves, fearing retribution, while 
among the white communities the feeling of resentment was high. Should 
the Apaches stop going to their favorite bars and dancing halls, and should 
members of the white communities stop welcoming those of the White 
Mountain Apache tribe? 

The last example is the interactions between two main ethnic cultures 
in Fiji—the indigenous Fijians and Indo-Fijians (de Vries, 2002). Fiji is a 
South Paci!c country split into two main cultural groups—the native popu-
lation and those of Indian descent.These two ethnic groups have di"erent 
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positions on most issues, such as the land.The indigenous Fijians own most 
of the land and feel a strong attachment to it, while most of the economic 
activity is carried out by the Indo-Fijians.At the same time, many long-term 
land leases for Indo-Fijians are expiring. It is no surprise that the land issue is 
a very emotionally charged one on the country’s agenda. How can the issue 
of the land proprietorship and use be handled? 

These three scenarios have at least three things in common. 
First, in each situation, a certain tension exists between the interacting 

cultures. In the !rst case, the situation is only somewhat tenuous, putting the 
manager between the expectations of the organizational and host cultures. 
In the second case, the tensions between the white communities and the 
Apache are quite high and may easily turn into violence. And, in the third 
case, the situation is truly explosive; the tensions between the indigenous 
Fijians and the Indo-Fijians may result in a coup and overthrowing the gov-
ernment—something that has already happened in the past. 

Second, as a result of tensions, the people from all interacting cultures 
face a choice.You may have noticed that we ended the description of each 
scenario with a question; these questions present the choices that must be 
made. In the !rst case, does the manager go with the bulk gifts, possibly los-
ing some clients, or with the specialized gifts, possibly alienating himself in 
the organization? And, how should the company deal with this manager? 
In the second case, should the members of the Apache culture stop going 
to their favorite bars and dancing halls, and should the white communities 
lash back at them? In the third case, should the Indigenous Fijians allow the 
Indo-Fijians to use their land and, if so, on what conditions? Also, should 
the Indo-Fijians take to arms or perhaps leave the country if not allowed to 
renew the lease on their land? 

Third, each situation calls for some action. The need for action varies, 
of course, with each scenario; in the !rst case, it is not as pressing as in the 
second, and, especially, in the third case. However, something in all these 
situations must change; otherwise the tensions will keep growing and things 
may get out of control. 

Why do tensions arise between cultures, in the !rst place? Why do people 
constantly !nd themselves facing choices—some small, and some quite sig-
ni!cant? A preliminary answer to these questions can be found in Chapter 
4: people from di"erent cultures have di"erent positions on the same issue. 
But why? For instance, why does the Thai manager in the example above 
want to give his clients specialized gifts, while the American company that 
he works for has a di"erent position—to buy one thing in bulk and give it 
to everybody? 

To understand why this happens, we must di"erentiate between posi-
tions as explicit claims that people make, and needs as innermost striv-
ings underlying cultural behaviors. Positions can be equated with a stance 
taken on a certain issue, emphasizing what people want in a certain situ-
ation, such as buying gifts in bulk and giving them to clients. Needs are 
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inner strivings, emphasizing why people want it, such as for the purpose of 
avoiding preferential treatment and possible lawsuits over the matter. It is 
needs that motivate people to behave in a certain way and take a particular 
position. Needs give rise to tensions, motivating people to overcome those 
tensions and reach their goal. The term ‘motivation’ is derived from the 
Latin ‘movere,’ meaning ‘to move.’ People from di"erent cultures can satisfy 
their needs only if they ‘move,’ i.e., keep doing something. 

There are many theories that try to explain and classify human needs. 
One of the best-known theories was developed by Abraham Maslow, a 
well-known American psychologist, and takes on the form of a hierarchy of 
needs (1954).According to this theory, !ve types of needs in%uence human 
behavior: physiological (e.g., oxygen, food), safety (e.g., avoiding harm and 
disease), love (a"ection of others), esteem (respect of others), and self-
actualization (desire to reach whatever goal we may have).These !ve types 
of needs form a hierarchy because we cannot be motivated to satisfy higher 
level needs unless the lower level needs have been satis!ed !rst. 

When people from di"erent cultures come into contact, tensions arise 
because their needs are di"erent. For instance, the Indigenous Fijians in the 
example above feel a strong attachment to the land (love needs), while the 
Indo-Fijians want to use it for their economic projects (self-actualization 
needs). The twist here is that the tension is created by people from both 
cultures who exist on the same land and so the land issue is their common 
space. In the previous chapter, we saw that continuum can be represented 
as a line formed by two cultures and turned into a circle. It may look %at 
and static, but in reality it is not: it ceases to be %at the moment we give 
the edges a half-twist.This shared space then comes to life and appears as 
a dynamic in!nity sign (spiral) with the tension existing between the two 
parts (Figure 7.1). 

Intercultural communication, therefore, is driven by tensions that arise 
from di"erent cultural needs.Tensions create potential for change and allow 
people from di"erent cultures to reach their goals. Zero tension means no 
potential for change—and no communication. 

Now we know that what makes the world go round is tensions result-
ing from di"erent cultural needs, ranging from basic physiological drives to 
complex desires of self-actualization. Overall, it is no exaggeration to say that 

A� AB� B�

Figure 7.1 Continuum as dynamic tension Source: Author 
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the overriding motivation of any group of people is to maintain its cultural 
vitality, i.e., the capacity for the continuation of a meaningful existence. 

2.1 Ethnolinguistic Vitality 

The concept of vitality as it applies to culture was introduced by Howard 
Giles in the form of Vitality Theory (Bouhris et al., 2019; Giles & John-
son, 1987).This theory aims to provide an assessment of a culture’s strength 
(vitality) by focusing on certain aspects—usually, on language as the main 
means of cultural expression. A culture’s strength is investigated using the 
concept of ethnolinguistic vitality, i.e., the extent to which a culture can 
function as a collective entity due to the range and importance of its lan-
guage usage. In this light,“a language group with high vitality is more likely 
to survive and %ourish as a collective entity in an intergroup context. By 
contrast, groups with low vitality are likely to disappear as discrete linguistic 
entities in intergroup settings” (Barker et al., 2001, p. 6). 

Two types of ethnolinguistic vitality are isolated—objective and subjective 
(Giles et al., 1977). Objective ethnolinguistic vitality is identi!ed with a 
culture’s position based on available ‘hard’ data such as demographics, e.g., a 
number of people speaking a certain language. Subjective ethnolinguistic 
vitality is identi!ed with a culture’s position as perceived by its members. 
When members of a culture “sense that their vitality is low, or when another 
language group threatens it, group members may feel their social identity to 
be negatively valued and act to change their situation” (Barker et al., 2001, 
p. 7).Therefore, ethnolinguistic vitality is a matter of comparison: it can be 
determined and changed only in the process of intercultural interactions. 

Earlier,we saw how tensions can arise between people from di"erent cultures 
on such issues as giving gifts or using land. Now we can see that language itself 
may become a focal point for disagreement, creating tensions between cultures. 
In many cases, language usage is an explosive issue as people !ght ferocious 
battles across cultural barricades. Below are several examples of such battles. 

In Latvia, a former Soviet republic, language policies are a reaction to the use 
of Russian as its o&cial language from 1940, when the country was annexed 
by the Soviet Union, to 1991, when the Soviet Union ceased to exist.With the 
dissolution of the Soviet Union, Latvia began reasserting its cultural identity, 
and the !rst steps in that direction were aimed at increasing its ethnolinguistic 
vitality. Latvian-only signs went up, everyone from doctors to bus drivers was 
required to speak enough Latvian to do their jobs, etc. A recent law adopted 
by the parliament of Latvia in 2018 provides for a gradual transition to educa-
tion only in the Latvian language at the secondary school level in schools of 
national minorities. The language factor accelerated emigration from Latvia 
(Hazans, 2019); many Russians, though, still live in Latvia and use Russian as 
their main language. Naturally, the Russian-speaking minority population of 
Latvia !nd recent language policies of the Latvian government too aggressive 
or even biased (Semenov, 2018). Tensions between people from these two 
cultures (Latvian and Russian) are high, and the language struggle continues. 
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Another well-known example is the negative attitude of people from 
many cultures toward the use of English; its global spread is sometimes 
labeled ‘linguistic imperialism’ (Phillipson, 1992). Many people try to 
strengthen their culture by promoting their own language(s) and discourag-
ing the use of Anglicisms. France and Switzerland, for instance, provide a 
special vocabulary aimed to replace Anglicisms with their own language(s), 
especially in the areas of computing, business, and entertainment. Instead of 
‘spam,’ for example, the Swiss are encouraged to use ‘courier de masse non 
sollicite’ (‘unsolicited bulk mail’), while the French are urged to replace 
‘public speaking’ with ‘l’art oratoire.’ 

And yet, according to Robert Phillipson whose two books—Linguistic 
imperialism (1992) and Linguistic imperialism continued (2010)—are consid-
ered to be the benchmark volumes on the subject, such attempts haven’t 
been very successful. He talks about ‘the linguistic imperialism of neolib-
eral empire,’ showing how the dominance of global English is now driven 
by corporations through new forms of communication, such as computer 
games, email and Internet interaction, SMSs, television programs, and adver-
tising for the younger generation (Phillipson, 2008). 

To overcome tensions, people from di"erent cultures must voice their posi-
tions; in other words, they must express themselves as best as they can, making 
sure their voices are heard. High ethnolinguistic vitality can be equated with a 
strong cultural voice, and low ethnolinguistic vitality with a weak cultural voice. 

3 ‘Voice’ in Intercultural Communication 

We usually identify voice with sounds produced by our vocal organs.‘Voice,’ 
though, is also a powerful cultural category (Evans, 2008) similar to that of 
‘standpoint,’ discussed in chapter 4. While Standpoint Theory focuses on 
our cultural background that in%uences the way we perceive and know 
the world, ‘voice’ focuses more on how that is expressed; in other words, it 
“embodies who can speak, when, and in what ways” (Putnam, 2001, p  41). 
A culture’s ‘voice’ can be expressed visually, for instance, through the so-
called ‘linguistic landscape’—“the language of public signs and symbols, 
billboards, street names, mail advertising, government information, and noti-
!cations” (Barker et al., 2001, p. 8). One quick look reveals the diversity of 
linguistic landscapes of multilingual cultures in such domains as business and 
entertainment. Linguistic landscape is often an arena of contestation since 
di"erent ‘voices’ are produced and propagated through language policy, lan-
guage politics, and language hierarchies (Figure 7.2). 

Two interpretations of voice (literal and !gurative) are similar: both show 
how we identify people by their voice/‘voice’, whether it is an individual 
person or a culture. In other words, there can be no identity and no recogni-
tion (including self-recognition) without a voice.The concept of ‘voice’ is 
used widely in the study and practice of intercultural communication. For 
example, we !nd it in Indian Voices—a monthly publication to pay homage 
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Figure 7.2 Example of linguistic landscape Source: Public Domain 

to Native Americans and promote harmony among the indigenous peoples 
of the world.Also, we !nd articles and books showing how di&cult yet criti-
cal it is to study Native American culture because its voice mostly exists only 
in oral narratives (LeGrand, 1997). 

The concept of ‘voice’ is often found in relation to people whose cul-
tural positions are marginalized, not well-known or not known at all, calling 
our attention to “unique perspectives that are often ignored, silenced, or 
misunderstood” (Putnam, 2001, p. 41; see also: Gonzalez et al., 2015). For 
example, do we know much about the views of Australian Indigenous cul-
ture on music (Dennis, 2003), or the position of non-Western cultures on 
bioethics (Alora & Lumitao, 2002)? Such unique cultural voices were often 
ignored or silenced as a result of colonialism—a policy by which one cul-
ture maintains or extends its control over other cultures that depend upon it. 
Colonialism allowed powerful cultures like Britain to establish their control 
over other groups, such as cultures of Oceania. In this respect,“the academic 
!eld of intercultural communication cannot escape its links to colonialism” 
(Irwin, 1996, p. 25). 
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Today, many cultural voices are still silenced or misunderstood. From a 
Western point of view, many parts of the world are in e"ect excluded from 
genuine intercultural interactions, e.g.: 

We can travel and see them. They cannot travel and see us. They may 
watch our soaps; we don’t see their !lms. We “see,” by and large, only 
Third World disasters, hunger, and corruption.They mainly see our suc-
cess stories, the political leadership, the multinationals, the American way. 

(Oonk, 2002, p. 535) 

People from many cultures, therefore, do not hear other voices, or do not 
hear all the voices; for instance, the experience of people in the so-called 
‘Third World’ cultures cannot be limited to hunger and disasters, while the 
experience of people in the Western cultures cannot be limited only to soap 
operas and business corporations. 

The concept of ‘voice’ is central in the Theory of the Dialogical Self 
(Holquist, 1990).According to this theory, everything we say exists only as it 
relates to something said by someone else (Other); our voice exists only in a 
dialogue with other voices.The meaning of the word ‘dialogue’ is made up 
of two concepts: ‘dia-’ (‘one with another’) and ‘legein’ (‘to talk’).Whether 
we support or criticize someone, we ‘dialogue’ with another position. Our 
voice, while certainly ours, at the same time embodies someone else’s voice. 
Other enters into our speech not simply as an audience, but as part of our 
voice and part of our culture. In this sense, our interactions are character-
ized by polyphony or multivoicedness (Bakhtin, 1984). It is impossible to 
understand intercultural communication without acknowledging its inher-
ent polyphonic nature—the existence of multiple cultural voices and open 
communication among them (Gao, 2016). 

4 Introducing the Pendulum Principle 

Let’s now formulate, based on the discussion above, the seventh principle 
of intercultural communication—the Pendulum Principle. We will isolate 
three parts that make up this principle. Each part dealing with the dynamic 
nature of intercultural interactions. First, we will look at the contradictory 
nature of intercultural communication; then, we will discuss intercultural 
interactions in terms of praxis; !nally, we will emphasize the role of change 
in intercultural communication. We will discuss each part separately and 
then formulate the Pendulum Principle, as a whole. 

4.1 The Contradictory Nature of Intercultural Communication 

The term ‘contradiction’ is often interpreted as something negative. How-
ever, as we saw in the previous chapter, every meaning presupposes the exis-
tence of something contrary to it; for example, individualism is contrary, yet 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 
 

Pendulum Principle 165 

linked, to collectivism. In this view, our life is nothing but contradictions—an 
interplay between opposing tendencies.This view of an interplay between 
uni!ed oppositions is part of the Dialectical Theory of intercultural com-
munication, emphasizing its contradictory and dynamic character (Drze-
wiecka & Nakayma, 2018; Martin, 2017).The word ‘dialectics’ as the art 
of discussion or debate has its roots in Ancient Greece when Socrates and 
Plato showed that every issue has two opposing lines of argument, regarding 
dialectics as a search for truth.Through discussion or debate, contradictory 
arguments can be resolved and the truth can be found. 

So, everything is driven by contradictions, and intercultural communi-
cation is no exception. Take another look at the examples of interactions 
discussed earlier in this chapter. In each case, oppositions form an interactive 
unity. Uni!ed oppositions are never static; the contradictory nature of inter-
cultural communication lies in the ongoing interplay of opposing forces. 
If an opposing force is taken as a static and isolated object, we cannot say 
that intercultural communication really takes place in the dialectic sense of 
the word. Recall the examples of ethnocentric reduction and ethnocentric 
negation from Chapter 4; in both cases, there is no true interaction. In the 
!rst case, people from one culture treat another culture as an object, reduc-
ing it to itself, while, in the second case, people from one culture simply 
ignore another culture. It is as if people from these cultures exist in two par-
allel worlds that do not cross; here, we deal with dualism, but not dialectics. 
The nature of intercultural communication is contradictory (dialectical) in 
the sense that there is an ongoing interplay between opposing forces, allow-
ing people from cultures to debate an issue and reach common ground. 

It is the interplay between contradictory yet uni!ed oppositions that is 
the driving force of intercultural communication. In this dynamic interplay, 
tensions are constantly created and overcome.The dialectics of tension pre-
supposes both stretching out and drawing in. If a culture stretches too far, 
failing to draw in and remain itself, it breaks—and tension ceases to exist; if a 
culture stays in and refuses to stretch out, no tension arises—and no interac-
tion takes place.Tension exists only insofar as something stretches out and 
draws in at the same time. 

Let’s discuss the contradictory nature of intercultural communication by 
looking at the issue of bilingual education in the United States. Nearly 
everyone has an opinion on whether children with no or little %uency in 
English should be taught in schools in their own language while learning 
English. Supporters of bilingual education argue that it not only helps di"er-
ent groups to maintain their culture but also allows their stronger integration 
in the mainstream culture of the United States, seeing bilingual education as 
unifying rather than alienating. Supporters of the English-only movement, 
in their turn, argue that bilingual education (along with other bilingual poli-
cies) undermines the national unity, resulting in linguistic separation of the 
country.The issue of bilingual education is a major language battleground 
in the United States:“The o&cial language debate continues to be a divisive 
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issue in the United States” (Sullivan & Schatz, 1999, p. 261);“In the United 
States bilingual education continues to provoke !erce debate” (Goldenberg 
& Wagner, 2015, p. 28). 

In 1998, Proposition 227—an anti-bilingual education measure—was 
put forward in California where about 700,000 children had been taught 
entirely or partly in their !rst language (mostly Spanish).According to that 
Proposition, nearly all language classes taught in languages besides English 
were to be outlawed and replaced with an English-language class lasting 
one school year. Under Proposition 227, bilingual classes were to be pro-
hibited for children under the age of ten unless parents of 20 students in the 
same grade made a request in person each year. Proposition 227 was to let 
parents sue any teacher who violates its English-only provisions. Districts 
failing to comply were to be !ned about $175 per pupil, with that money 
given to districts that do comply.The passage of Proposition 227 was to dis-
tribute $61 million of federal bilingual education money to California.This, 
of course, is not the complete description of Proposition 227, but it does 
give you a good idea of its thrust. Now, how would you vote if you went to 
the ballot box—for or against the proposition? For the sake of the example, 
suppose 70% voted for the proposition, and 30% voted against it.These bal-
lots represent two cultural positions—position A (Anglo-Saxon) and posi-
tion B (bilingual—mostly Hispanic). Of course, not all white Anglo-Saxon 
people voted for the proposition, and not all Hispanic people voted against 
it; ‘Anglo-Saxon’ and ‘Hispanic’ are simply the labels for two cultural posi-
tions. It is easy to see how one position is stronger than the other, i.e., how 
Anglo-Saxon ethnolinguistic vitality is higher than bilingual ethnolinguis-
tic vitality. In reality, the anti-bilingual education measure Proposition 227 
won overwhelmingly in California (Asimov, 1998). 

As we saw in the previous chapter, when people from di"erent cultures 
are brought together by a certain issue (in this case, Bilingual Education 
Measure 227), their interactions form a shared continuous space. In this case, 
people who support this proposition and those who are against it are two 
contradictory forces. The voices of these two groups are clearly divergent; 
each one pulls out and away from the other one, trying to draw in as many 
votes as it can. Divergence is an act of moving in di"erent directions from 
a common point; in our case, the common point is the issue of the bilingual 
education measure.These two groups take up the issue of the bilingual edu-
cation measure and pull it out in di"erent directions (Figure 7.3.). 

As people in each group ‘grab’ the issue of the bilingual education measure and 
draw the votes toward themselves, trying to remain separate, the action of people 
from the other group provides the opposite movement—that of pulling back. 
This movement can be seen as a counterpoint for divergence of the two groups, 
making them move toward each other and converge. Convergence, then, is an 
act of approaching the same point from di"erent directions (Figure 7.4). 

The actions of divergence and convergence, discussed as separate actions, 
are, in fact, two sides of one and the same process, taking place simultaneously. 
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Issue 
Bilingual Education Measure 

BilingualAnglo-Saxon�

Out Out 
Divergence� Divergence�

Figure 7.3 Intercultural communication as divergence Source: Author 

Issue 
Bilingual Education Measure 

BilingualAnglo-Saxon�

In In 
Convergence� Convergence�

Figure 7.4 Intercultural communication as convergence Source: Author 

The interaction between people from these two groups is but one move-
ment that simultaneously connects them and keeps them apart. It is but 
one movement of a pendulum, representing an issue being discussed at the 
moment (in our example—the issue of Bilingual Education Measure 227). 
Because the voice of those who support the proposition is stronger at the 
moment (70% of the vote), the pendulum of intercultural communication is 
swinging in that direction (Figure 7.5). 

Following the approval of Proposition 227, many bilingual teachers said 
they would not comply with the English-only rule, despite the threat of 
lawsuits; they vowed to go to court and !ght the measure. It is perhaps due 
to their e"orts, among other things, that the pendulum has recently swung 
in the opposite direction, i.e., toward bilingual education. In 2016, Proposi-
tion 58 was placed on the ballot by the state legislature and approved by vot-
ers with a 73.5% majority. Proposition 58 in e"ect repealed the provisions 
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Issue 
Bilingual Education Measure 

Anglo-Saxon� Bilingual

Out Out 
Divergence� DivergenceIn In 

Convergence� Convergence�

Figure 7.5 Intercultural communication as simultaneous divergence and convergence 
Source: Author 

required by Proposition 227 of 1998. Proposition 58 no longer requires 
English-only education for English learners and allows schools to utilize 
multiple programs, including bilingual education, making it possible for stu-
dents to learn from teachers who speak both their native language and Eng-
lish (California Proposition 58, Non-English Languages Allowed in Public 
Education, 2016; Hopkinson, 2017). 

The Pendulum Principle extends the ideas of the Continuum Principle 
because what is “normally depicted in a linear model along an arrow mov-
ing from left to right, can instead be mapped onto a pendulum” (Acheson & 
Schneider-Bean, 2019, p. 50). A pendulum can be conceptualized as con-
stantly swinging, e.g., from discrimination to empathy, if we look at the 
attitudes toward the Other, discussed in Chapter 6, or from supporting the 
English-only measure to supporting the Multilingual Education measure, as 
just discussed. In both cases, the pendulum swings between a focus on simi-
larity and a focus on di"erence, striving for a dynamic balance between the 
extreme positions of overdivergence and overconvergence. Overdivergence 
means cultural isolation and no dialogue between people from di"erent cul-
tures, while overconvergence means complete submersion of one (weaker) 
culture by another (stronger) culture. In both cases, the pendulum of inter-
cultural communication would stop because there is no Other to provide a 
countermovement. 

So, the contradictory nature of intercultural communication can be 
revealed by using dialectics as a “sensible way to study a world composed 
of mutually dependent processes in constant evolution” (Ollman, 1998, p. 
342).This way, we can see that a culture maintains its identity and remains 
stable only through a process of interaction with other cultures. There is 
only one constant in this process, and that is %ux understood as a pendulum 
movement. 
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It is important to emphasize that these two processes—centrifugal force of 
di"erence and centripetal force of unity—take place at the same time: inter-
cultural communication, therefore, is a simultaneous process of di"erence and 
unity, a dynamic condition of coming to be and ceasing to be—at the same 
time. Or, as stated by one of the articles on intercultural communication,“To 
be and not to be, that is the answer” (The Economist,Vol. 341, 1996, pp. 91–92). 

4.2 Intercultural Communication as Praxis 

In Chapter 4, we saw how intercultural communication is performed.When 
people enact meaning, they must decide how to deal with various tensions, 
such as the needs for connection and autonomy, expression and privacy, 
or predictability and novelty (Baxter & Montgomery, 1996). Intercultural 
communication, therefore, must be viewed as a form of praxis—purposive 
action based on one’s experience and tensions of the moment. 

Praxis, which concerns itself with knowledge about human action, has a 
moral dimension: it requires practical wisdom (phronesis) to determine in 
a speci!c situation what is good for the individual and the culture(s), overall. 
One must be able to anticipate the consequences of one’s actions or—to 
use the metaphor from this chapter—to see what a change in the pendulum 
movement may entail. For example, one study that compared perceptions 
of change in Eastern and Western thinking patterns (Ji et al., 2001), found 
that Chinese were more likely to predict change in events than Americans. 
Also, Chinese were found to anticipate more alteration in the direction of 
trends and more variation in the rate of change, and were more likely than 
Americans to regard people who predict changes as wise. Successful inter-
cultural communication requires that people from every culture listen to 
others’ voices, predicting change; this way, they can make wiser decisions 
about how to act in this or that situation. Overall, intercultural communica-
tion is successful “when we act jointly and our actions are part of a larger 
undertaking” (Kratochwil, 2018, p. 430). It is very important to keep in mind 
that people manage dialectical tensions in their intercultural interactions 
“through their jointly enacted communication choices” (Baxter & Mont-
gomery, 1996, p. 14). 

Another important aspect of praxis is that it deals with variable cases and 
requires experience relevant to speci!c situations (Flyvbjerg, 2001, p. 57).The 
pendulum of intercultural communication does not swing by itself; it is set 
and kept in motion by concrete practices of real people in real-life situations. 
It’s through such practices that a culture’s vitality increases or decreases. It is 
important to keep in mind that,“just as a physical pendulum responds sensi-
tively to forces of nature such as gravity, propulsion, and inertia, this model is 
responsive to our lived realities” (Acheson & Schneider-Bean, 2019). 

Speci!c forms of intercultural praxis vary from situation to situation, 
determined by the goal people want to achieve through their action. Hence, 
“intercultural praxis may manifest in a range of forms such as simple or 
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complex communication competency skills; oppositional tactics; and creative, 
improvisational, and transformational interventions” (Sorrels, 2010, p. 184). 
In other words, praxis can range from an open dialogue as one of the most 
constructive forms of intercultural communication, to discriminatory laws 
and violence as the most destructive forms. In all situations, though, a choice 
needs to be made and action taken. For example, the issue of English-only vs 
bilingual education takes the form of a number of concrete practices, such as 
conversations at the dinner table and political campaigns.When it is time, the 
issue takes on the form of a proposition voted upon at the ballot box.Voting is 
an important form of praxis.When people go to the ballot box and cast their 
votes, they give their voices in support of, or opposition to, a certain issue. 

Overall, 

intercultural practice operates as informed and engaged communica-
tive action, su"used with an understanding of the positionality and 
standpoint of the communicators whose resources include intercultural 
knowledge, insight, and wisdom that opens onto a rich and diverse 
ensemble of interactional choices. 

(Sorrells, 2014, p. 153) 

Every form of praxis can be seen as a jointly enacted communicative choice; 
through such choices, people change the dialectical situation present at the 
moment, creating a new situation and therefore facing a new choice, etc. In a 
way, praxis, as the mechanism of the pendulum of intercultural communica-
tion, keeps the pendulum swinging as long as di"erent cultures act together. 
If intercultural communication works like a clock, there is a lot of work 
behind such interactions.The movement of the pendulum is not at all times 
smooth, of course, and we will discuss what makes this movement more or 
less smooth in the next chapters. Right now, it is important to understand 
that cultures can keep their identities and remain stable only by interacting, 
i.e., constantly creating and changing their relationships. 

4.3 Intercultural Communication and Change 

Change is one of the core concepts of dialectics. It is impossible to under-
stand the contradictory nature of intercultural communication without 
emphasizing its dynamic character. Intercultural communication exists 
insofar as people from di"erent cultures continue to interact and change, 
resolving their contradictions and looking for the true meaning of every 
communicative practice. For example, there are di"erent cultural views on 
the practice of drinking (Room & Makela, 2000). In ‘abstinent cultures,’ 
drinking is religiously and legally forbidden (some Islamic societies), in 
‘strained ritual drinking cultures,’ a small amount is drunk only on cer-
tain occasions (Orthodox Jews), while in the so-called ‘banalized drinking 
cultures’ (e.g.,  southern European societies), drinking is more accepted. 
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However, none of these cultures can claim that their view on drinking is the 
only true one. Every cultural voice can exist only because there are other 
voices on the same issue. People from every culture can express themselves 
and maintain their identity as long as they carry an ongoing dialogue with 
other people, simultaneously diverging and converging. No culture owns 
the truth, and the search for knowledge is a joint enterprise. 

Change, therefore, is inherent to communication: in “intercultural com-
munication this translates as a desire for the transformation of intercultural 
consciousness” (O’Regan & MacDonald, 2007). In other words, intercul-
tural communication is successful only if the consciousness of people from 
interacting cultures changes, as a result. This is understood very well, for 
example, by those who go on intercultural religious or spiritual missions, 
which can be successful only insofar as a certain transformation is brought 
about in the consciousness of the people who were initially ignorant of, or 
resistant to, the ideas propagated by the mission (Gittins, 2015). 

Transformation occurs in every successful intercultural interaction, no 
matter how mundane.As a real-life example, Fons Trompenaars and Charles 
Hampden-Turner describe an incident at Motorola in one of its branches 
in East Asia. As part of its operation, the corporation established a certain 
practice regulating its interactions with East Asian engineers who 

were given a $2,000 housing allowance so that they could live com-
fortably adjacent to the plant. One day a senior engineer had to be 
contacted urgently at home and was found to be living in a shack. He 
had spent his housing allowance on putting his siblings through school. 

(Trompenaars & Hampden-Turner, 2002, p. 26) 

It was clear that the established boundaries failed to be e"ective, creating 
a tense situation. In other words, the tables had turned on the very people 
who had established those boundaries; as a result, the people had to react 
to the new situation.The corporation could have !red the engineer as he 
had misallocated the funds. To its credit, the corporation decided that the 
engineer 

had put the money to better use than he would have by isolating himself 
in relative luxury as the “kept man” of a foreign corporation.Was thinking 
of one’s own family an “o"ence?”The rules were changed.Today you can 
use the allowance for your own purpose and to implement local values. 

(Trompenaars & Hampden-Turner, 2002, p. 26) 

This intercultural scenario can be understood, in terms of praxis, as creating 
a meaningful rule (money to be used as housing allowance) leading to new 
tensions (misallocation of funds) and resolving those tensions by establishing 
another rule (money to be used for one’s own purpose in accordance with 
cultural needs). 
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Transformation, therefore, involves any change, whether small or pro-
found: the most important thing is that a change does take place and new 
boundaries for intercultural interactions are established. At the same time, 
these new boundaries begin to function as normative practices, a"ecting 
people’s choices. In other words, people give “communicative life to the 
contradictions that organize their social life, but these contradictions in turn 
a"ect their subsequent communicative actions” (Baxter & Montgomery, 
1996, pp. 13–14). Praxis is an inherent part of intercultural communication 
because new contradictions create new tensions that need to be resolved by 
a new action. 

Intercultural communication is based on the assumption that cultures can, 
and do, change. In a way,“change can be likened to propulsion, an external 
force that causes the pendulum to swing” (Acheson & Schneider-Bean, 2019, 
p. 53). Every movement of the pendulum of intercultural communication 
brings about a change—sometimes dramatic, sometimes quite subtle. The 
two dangers of ethnocentrism, discussed in Chapter 4, lead to breakdowns 
in intercultural communication because they do not share this assumption. 
On the contrary, the Other is viewed as a passive object that cannot change 
and must be reduced to Self or ignored.As a result, interaction simply does 
not take place (Ethnocentric Negation), or it is replaced by an action of one 
culture on another, whereby the Other is reduced to Self (Ethnocentric 
Reduction). In both cases, the Other remains an outside object whose voice 
is not heard. In both cases, no real tension between Self and Other exists, 
and no interplay of opposing tendencies takes place. Self can develop and 
maintain its identity only through interaction with Other; once Other is 
ignored or reduced to Self, intercultural communication breaks down and 
the pendulum of intercultural communication stops. Self has no Other to 
interact with, having undermined its own stability by refusing to change. 
The very existence of cultures depends on their ongoing interplay. Stability 
is a result of change, which is the only true constant. Panta Rhei—‘all is %ux.’ 

5 The Pendulum Principle De!ned 

Let’s now give a more concise formulation of the Pendulum Principle, based 
on the above discussion of its three parts. 

We noted the contradictory nature of intercultural communication. In 
every intercultural interaction, there are opposing tendencies at work, and 
in each case, these oppositions are uni!ed, forming an interactive unity.The 
contradictory nature of intercultural communication, therefore, consists in 
the ongoing interplay of opposing forces. 

Tensions between cultures are created and resolved through concrete 
practices (praxis). People act as subjects, establishing new boundaries for 
intercultural interactions. At the same time, these new boundaries begin 
to function as normative practices, a"ecting people’s choices. Therefore, 
every form of praxis is a jointly enacted communicative choice. This 
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joint e"ort is what keeps the pendulum of intercultural communication 
swinging. 

We also showed that it is impossible to understand intercultural commu-
nication without emphasizing its ever-changing nature. Intercultural com-
munication continues as long as cultures keep interacting, every movement 
of the pendulum a"ected by, and a"ecting, their positions. Every cultural 
position can be seen as a ‘voice’—a stance from which a culture collec-
tively speaks. Intercultural communication is polyphonic by nature because 
it involves many ‘voices’ from di"erent cultures. 

In a nutshell, the Pendulum Principle can be formulated as follows: 

Intercultural communication is an ongoing and interactive process that simultane-
ously connects and keeps apart people from di!erent groups, producing multiple 
voices. 

6 Case Study: ‘Dialectics of Colonial Encounter: 
Interacting with the Kobon’ 

This case study is based on the article entitled ‘The transformation of vio-
lence in the colonial encounter: Intercultural discourse and practices in 
Papua New Guinea’ (Görlich, 1999). As usual, it is recommended that you 
read the article in its entirety; below, you !nd a summary of the article. 

Be ready to identify and then discuss the following topics: 

1. The contradictory nature of the colonial encounter. 
2. What strategies were employed in the interactions? 
3. What transformations emerged from these interactions? 

The article analyzes the dialectics of the interactions between the Aus-
tralian administration and the Kobon culture in the northern Highlands of 
Papua New Guinea between 1953 and 1975.The article begins by describ-
ing the precolonial social order among the Kobon as based on reciproc-
ity and characterized by such activities as the exchange of material goods, 
women, and services, including violence, e.g., acts of vengeance. For exam-
ple, when someone died, the person thought to be responsible for that death 
had to be found and killed in revenge; this act was justi!ed by attributing the 
death to witchcraft. Finding and killing the witch was carried out through 
a surprise attack; afterwards, everyone involved in the vengeance received 
compensation payments from the relatives of the avenged person. If a sur-
prise attack was not successful, the ritualized battle took place between up 
to a hundred people on each side, which continued until the !rst lives were 
lost, causing one side to retreat. A peace ceremony after the battle did not 
exclude future acts of vengeance.Violence therefore was not regarded by the 
Kobon as something negative, which was a major obstacle for the Australian 
culture to overcome. 



 

 
 

  
 

  

 

 

 

 
 

 

  
 
 
 

 
 
 

  
 

  
 
 

 
 
 

174 Pendulum Principle 

The very !rst contacts between the Kobon and Australian o&cers made it 
clear that two radically di"erent cultural concepts clashed—‘law and order’ 
and ‘state of nature.’The !rst contacts were characterized by a lot of uncer-
tainty and tension; the Kobon associated the white people with spirits, while 
the o&cers could not but feel the real danger of violence emanating from 
the opposite party. In this risky situation the Australian patrols communi-
cated their peaceful intentions by o"ering gifts, trading by barter, and, where 
possible, communicating orally through bilingual speakers. Insofar as the 
Kobon willingly participated in exchange transactions, they saw the white 
people not only as a threat but also as a potential ally that could be mobilized 
to help in the realization of their own goals.At the same time, the colonial 
message was clear: it signaled a desire to cooperate and, on the other hand, to 
use violence if the Kobon continued their vengeance killings.The Australian 
administration communicated this message through oral orders to refrain 
from violence and demonstration of their !rearms.Also, they would set up 
a large camp at the spot where the vengeance killing had taken place and 
talk to the Kobon, explaining the purpose and intentions of the Australian 
administration.They also exploited the importance of the Kobon ritual of 
parom—a dance festival where extensive exchanges took place. During this 
festival, the o&cers displayed their superior weapons, threatened to use them, 
and announced prison sentences as a sanction for vengeance killings. By that 
time, the Kobon had become familiar with the concepts of court proceed-
ings and prison. Some of the former Kobon prisoners were later re-educated 
and appointed as assistants to the patrol o&cers. 

Step by step, the Australians made the new state of things more acceptable to 
the Kobon people. Patrols now carried out such new activities as taking a cen-
sus, collecting taxes, and organizing elections.The author of the article notes 
that, in describing their experiences to him, the Kobon repeatedly mentioned 
the importance of such new rituals in their interactions with the Australians as 
the daily morning and evening roll call, hoisting the %ag, and census patrols in 
which they had been ordered to stand in line in front of the o&cer. 

Gradually, a number of signi!cant changes in the interactions between the 
Kobon and Australians took place. For example, the Kobon stopped using direct 
physical violence against those suspected of witchcraft; instead, they began to 
use symbolic violence in the form of counter-witchcraft.As before, the partici-
pants in a counter-witchcraft action received compensation payments in return 
for their service.The attitude toward witchcraft changed, too. It is no longer 
seen as the embodiment of antisocial behavior, undermining the cultural order; 
some people even speak openly about their skills in witchcraft, as if advertising 
their services and hoping for compensation payments.The concept of witch-
craft now includes the idea of its manipulation. Naturally, now that the risk of 
violent con%icts has been reduced, it is possible for the administration to build 
more cooperative relationships with the Kobon people. 

∗∗∗∗∗∗∗∗∗∗�
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Now let’s see how this case study can be an illustration of Pendulum Prin-
ciple of intercultural communication. 

1. The contradictory nature of the colonial encounter. 

The intercultural encounter described in the article is clearly charac-
terized by two opposing forces—the Kobon people and the Australian 
administration (‘the colonized’ and ‘the colonizers’). In this encounter, 
two cultural concepts—‘law and order’ and ‘state of nature’—give rise 
to tensions and a lot of uncertainty.To the Kobon, the white people 
!rst appear as spirits that may or may not be peaceful, while the o&-
cers !nd themselves in a highly risky situation, facing possible and 
unjusti!ed violence. The centrifugal forces of di"erence are strong 
as the people from each culture are motivated to preserve their own 
order.At the same time, the encounter brings the two cultures together 
and forces them to interact.The !rst steps made by the administration 
include giving gifts, and the Kobon take part in such exchange trans-
actions. As a result, the centripetal forces of unity begin to operate 
in their transactions as well. So, the nature of this colonial encounter 
is truly contradictory, showing the interplay between two opposing 
forces.The Kobon people often had no choice other than to submit 
to the force of the Australian administration; hence, their interaction 
is labeled ‘a colonial encounter.’ At the same time, the white o&cers 
could not but listen to the Kobon collective voice too; that dialogue 
was carried out through a number of strategies in praxis. 

2. What strategies were employed in the interactions? 

Initially, intercultural communication was mostly carried out through 
simple barter transaction such as an exchange of gifts. The nonverbal 
strategy of the !rearms display was used along with such exchanges.At 
the same time, verbal communication was also employed from the start 
in the form of orders, threats, and explanation. For instance, explanation 
(of the purpose and intentions of the Australian administration) was the 
main part of conducting camps at the spot where the vengeance killing 
had taken place. Later, the strategy of political instruction made it pos-
sible for the people from the two cultures to start using more complex 
forms of praxis, such as court proceedings and carrying out elections. 

Of special importance was the use of rituals. For example, the Aus-
tralian patrols were able to exploit the Kobon ritual of parom, preserv-
ing its original nature as a dance festival where extensive exchanges 
took place and, at the same time, introducing a new message of pro-
hibiting physical violence in acts of vengeance.The Kobon themselves 
mentioned the importance of such new rituals in their interactions 
with the Australians as the daily morning and evening roll call, hoist-
ing the %ag, and census patrols when they had been ordered to stand 
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in line in front of the o&cer. All these strategies transformed the 
interactions between the Australians and the Kobon. 

3. What transformations emerged from these interactions? 

First of all, violence is no longer viewed by the Kobons as an inte-
gral part of their culture; this perhaps is one of the most signi!cant 
transformations. The Kobon stopped using direct physical violence 
against those suspected of witchcraft and began to use symbolic vio-
lence in the form of counter-witchcraft. Another transformation was 
the attitude change toward witchcraft in general. It is no longer seen 
as the embodiment of antisocial behavior, undermining the cultural 
order, and some people even advertise their services, looking for com-
pensation payments.The concept of witchcraft has been transformed 
to include the idea of its manipulation. The risk of violent con%icts 
between the Australians and the Kobon has been reduced, and it is 
now possible for the two cultures to build more cooperative relation-
ships with each other. This is not to say, however, that the interac-
tions between these two cultures have lost their contradictory nature. 
Newly established boundaries simply create new tensions that need to 
be resolved so every intercultural interaction is an ongoing encounter. 

7 Side Trips 

7.1 Speaking Spanish at a Border 

The article entitled ‘A border agent detained two Americans speaking Span-
ish: Now they have sued’ (Stack, 2019), describes a lawsuit, !led by the 
American Civil Liberties Union against the United States Customs and 
Border Protection on behalf of two American women—Ana Suda and 
Martha Hernandez, who were stopped inside a convenience store in Havre, 
Montana, by a border agent who said he was asking for their identi!cation 
because he heard them speaking Spanish.The lawsuit alleges that Customs 
and Border Protection violated the Fourth Amendment to the Constitution 
because the agency did not have probable cause to detain the women.When 
Ms. Suda asked a Customs and Border Protection supervisor, who arrived 
on the scene, if they would have been detained if they had been speaking 
French, he replied:“No, we don’t do that.” In a statement, Ms. Suda said, as a 
result of that humiliating experience, she and and Ms. Hernandez had been 
shunned by other residents in Havre. Ms. Suda also said that her daughter 
was afraid to speak Spanish and now responds in English when her mother 
speaks to her in Spanish.“This changed our lives, I believe, forever,” Ms. Suda 
said in the statement. 

∗∗ Using the ideas of the dialectical perspective on intercultural com-
munication, do you !nd this encounter successful? 
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7.2 Linguistic Landscapes and Cultural Transformations 

The article, entitled ‘Translanguaging space and creative activity: Collabora-
tive ethnography and arts-based learning’ (Bradley et al., 2017), describes a 
transdisciplinary educational arts project, conducted as part of ‘Translation and 
Translanguaging: Investigating Linguistic and Cultural Transformations’—a 
large-scale multi-site linguistic ethnographic study of urban multilingualism. 
The project focuses on the linguistic landscape of four cities—Birmingham, 
Cardi", Leeds, and London—as an interplay between language, visual com-
munication, and the spatial cultural. Taking research into the multilingual 
linguistic landscape as its starting point, the project invited the young artists/ 
researchers to explore their own notions of ‘home’ and analyze the real-life 
settings in which their subjectivities are produced and transformed. 

∗∗ Do you !nd this project potentially leading to more successful inter-
cultural interactions in those four UK cities? Can you think of similar 
projects that have been, or could be, undertaken elsewhere with the goal 
of improving intercultural communication? 

7.3 In Montreal, a Berlin Wall of the Mind? 

In the article, entitled ‘In Montreal, a Berlin Wall of the mind?’ (Bilefsky, 
2018), the author describes how he found his home city of Montreal after 
living abroad for 28 years. Montreal has been bifurcated with its Anglophone 
minority and Francophone majority, while also being surrounded by an 
Anglophone majority in the rest of the country. Bilefsky recalls how in the 
1980s the city was consumed by a referendum on independence, and thou-
sands of English-speaking Quebecers were leaving the province. He talks 
about his school years when he spoke English at home, watched American 
sitcoms and lived in a parallel universe from his French Canadian peers. 
Three decades later, Bilefsky found separatism largely in retreat as almost 
half of the population of Quebec speak both French and English, this shift 
especially evident in the younger generation.While, as the title of his arti-
cle suggests, there are still some lingering problems, Montreal today shows 
more unity, not the division of the city. Bilefsky quotes Marie Bouchard, a 
23-year-old political science student at Université de Montréal, who says: ‘I 
love French, it’s my language,’ quickly adding,‘But if I only spoke French, it 
would limit my horizons.’ 

∗∗ How can this article be analyzed in terms of the Pendulum Principle? 
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