[image: image1.png]=

v

&
A
B 2]

):‘s._,—-"—’:n - Aad





Intercultural conflicts or intercultural misunderstandings?

In situations of intercultural communication, conflict can often occur purely on cultural basis. It is important to note the difference between interpersonal conflicts in an intercultural situation – that is, conflicts that could occur also between members of the same culture (that are perhaps complicated by cultural factors, but not essentially derived from different cultural or social rules) – and intercultural conflicts that may also be described as misunderstandings of difficulties of communication. Why is this distinction important? 

Because it might easily happen that in a situation of misunderstanding, the final agenda of the parties is the same, but they don’t know it. In this case, we are not looking at a full-blown conflict, but a difference that may evolve into a conflict if not managed properly. For example, business partners whose final goal is the same, may nevertheless experience problems, for example of perceived respect (issues of punctuality between Latins and North-Europeans), conveying information (Germans need a lot of facts, the Italians prefer to see the big picture first), and the sense of good relations (North-Europeans prefer to attend to business matters, while Turks need to get to know their partners in order to trust them).

In order to speak of the forces that are at work between two people that are trying to do their best in communicating with the other, it is important to understand the number of filters through which we see the world. Each of us has a mental map of the world according to which we orientate ourselves best we can. This map depends on personal history and a number of factors, among which culture is one of the definitive ones. These cultural differences in understanding the world, however, become evident only when the person is confronted with a completely different framework. It is not easy to overcome personal differences in order to enable close communication and collaboration, but between persons with a different cultural background this is further complicated due to basic differences in understanding the world. This is where conflicts easily come into play, though in the intercultural setting it is important to bear in mind the difference between misunderstandings and conflicts. 

When trying to communicate with someone who has a completely different map of the world, and thus perceives success, danger and collaboration in contrasting terms, it may easily happen that while the basic agenda remains the same, the ways of expressing this agenda or planning success may be radically different. 

The maps according to which each of us acts in the world are a means to translate the world for ourselves. At the same time, having a “map” implies that the world is not perceived in its entirety: a map is a reduced and simplified version of reality. Thus, much of the information the world contains goes missing in the process of viewing and translating it, both because of neurological limitations and for reducing our attention field to only that which is immediately relevant to our functioning as humans. 
Human beings live in a real world. We do not, however, operate directly or immediately upon that world, but rather we operate with a map or series of maps which we use to guide our behaviour. These maps, or representational systems, necessarily differ from the territory which they model by the three universal processes of human modelling: Generalisation, Deletion, Distortion. (Bandler & Grinder 1975) 

The filters or maps are from one side neurological – we cannot perceive all the stimuli present in our immediate environment. In addition to these, social and cultural factors shape the way we act and see the world, and as if this weren’t enough, individual filters distinguish each of us from another uniquely. 

Every human being has a set of experiences which constitute his own personal history and are as unique to him as are his fingerprints […] This third set of filters, the individual constraints, constitutes the basis for the profound differences among us as humans and the way we create models of the world. These differences in our models can either be ones that alter our prescriptions (socially given) in a way that enriches our experience and offers us more choices, or ones that impoverish our experience in a way that limits our ability to act effectively (Grinder & Bandler 1975). 

Thus, not even identical twins that grow up in the same family wouldn’t have exactly the same life history. This is what we call identity; this is why identity is unique. Each of us chooses some of the world’s features as parts of his identity and rejects everything that doesn’t fit the chosen configuration. The world and themselves in it makes sense to a person only when all the components that make up their identity fit together into a whole without creating incongruence between the different parts. New social contexts are integrated into the identity, combining and adapting it as necessary (changing opinions on politics will be integrated to the already existing philosophical ideas). However, when new information is encountered that doesn’t integrate with what is already present, a conflict occurs that manifests itself through a feeling of frustration and stress. 

This discomfort can lead to learning and adapting one’s way of thinking to another setting. More common, however, is resistance to the new information and rejecting the contrasting stimuli. It is easier because it doesn’t require any modifications of the existing worldview by confronting the existing map with new information.  This is true for all interpersonal conflicts, but especially so in conflicts that have a purely cultural basis.

Postponing judgement

When new information received, a contrast or conflict initiates a learning experience that starts with an internal dialogue: “What is wrong?” The initial and instinctive response to this question is that the others are acting irrationally or don’t have the right understanding. Let’s call it, for the sake of simplicity, the “they are stupid” assumption. Elmar Holenstein presents a series of rules for avoiding intercultural misunderstandings and conflicts, placing them in the framework of hermeneutics and philosophy. These rules or answers, if come to at the right moment, could bring to a fruitful mental dialogue and learning. In a purely intercultural context, the answers would be these:

“He is being stupid.” – “No, you misunderstood him.” 

Before assuming that people who have a different language and culture are being illogical, one should assume they have misunderstood them and try to find more information. The literal meaning of any verb should be taken in relation to its context and function, as a phrase’s meaning depends on the way in which it is used. So, rather than making judgements based directly on the information we receive, we should try to see whether there is other information necessary for understanding the situation that we don’t currently have.

“He is being stupid.” – “No, you are.”

Just as a mental exercise, a good starting point to understanding others’ behaviour would be to doubt the adequacy of one’s own judgement and knowledge. After all, in their own culture, their ways of thinking function perfectly well, so why should that mean that they are wrong? Also, there is probably something else to the situation that enables it all to make sense: for example, if something quite extraordinary is accepted by the local culture without much fuss, there must be something (not immediately evident to an outsider) that makes it bearable. For example, arranged marriages might not seem all that strange if this has been the tradition since anyone can remember, and its apparent advantages (the better judgment of parents in choosing a responsible and sensible husband or wife) are kept in mind.

“He accepts atrocities!” – “So do you.”

It might be that the new culture includes some values or historical episodes that we are not ready to accept under any circumstances (these may include the discrimination of women, death sentences, euthanasia, treatment of minorities, etc), but there is no reason to give blame; chances are that one will find comparably objectionable events in our own culture (but as it is ours, we are likely not to consider it a constitutive part of our culture or our personal identity). Also, it is likely that there are people in the foreign culture that share your opinion in rejecting the scandalous events. 

A self-view of a culture is not altogether reliable without a cross-check from outside, for as Holenstein says: “It has become apparent that in their own case and in the case of close associates with whom they identify themselves, people tend to overlook behaviours that in their eyes are inferior or which they view as socially proscribed.”

“I have good values.” – “So does he.”

Human rights have been enforced and gained recognition in the West in a certain way. It does not automatically follow that the same legal form applies for all other cultures. However, if looking closely at the religious background and cultural traditions, each culture proves to value behaviours that relate to human rights. The traditional sayings, old stories and fairytales eventually look back to the same kind of values.
These are some of the immediate tools that can be used to overcome intercultural misunderstandings. Training oneself to doubt one’s own immediate judgement and making decisions only when there is sufficient information, can resolve many of the issues that come up when working with people from a different culture. It may happen that no matter how much we try to convince ourselves, the fundamental value differences make it impossible for us to resolve an issue with a person from a different background. In this case it is not only a simple misunderstanding, but a “true” conflict that should be handled with attention.
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