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We who study intercultural communication
need to recognize certain facts about com-
munication. I will list several fundamentals which
are often overlooked, yet are necessary to an
understanding of interpersonal communication.

The most basic activity in communication is
the processing of information. Data are received
by the brain where interpretation takes place, and
any response results from the interpretation. How
this is accomplished should be understood, for all
communication depends upon it. Cultures differ
in favored procedures of information processing,
but the two hemispheres of the brain collaborate
via the corpus callosum in a variety of ways
determined neurologically rather than culturally.
The study of how the two halves of the brain
function is termed “split brain research.”

Split brain research has revealed definite
patterns of interpretation that make big differences
in how we communicate. One, in which the left
hemisphere dominates, is cognitive, conscious,
analytic activity like figuring out your income tax
or planning your schedule for tomorrow. Another
pattern, in which the right hemisphere becomes
active, is out-of-awareness information processing.
Examples of this are going to sleep with a

problem and waking up with the answer, or just

knowing that a new acquaintance is not
trustworthy.

Not all responses involve data processing.
When a conclusion is a repetition of a previous
response, little processing of information takes
place. A firmly held political belief may make
possible an almost immediate judgement produced
without thought from habit.

Americans recognize cognitive processes and
attempt to ignore out-of-awareness phenomena.
They prefer quantitative information that can be
expressed in numbers and possibly computerized.
The result is excessive reliance upon detailed
planning and failure to credit the importance of
adjusting to circumstances on the spot. As
General Von Mohlke noted, “Planning never
survives contact with the enemy.”

Japanese respect out-of-awareness intuitive
processes and value non-numerical information
and feelings. They are skilled in quantitative
methods but keep them in their place. We might
state the Japanese attitude that combines cognitive
and intuitive approaches as “the job to be done
is adjusting rather than anticipating.”

All  cultures employ the thoughtless,
automated, habitual response--to the detriment of
reasoned communication. The cross-cultural
communicator should identify topic areas of
prejudiced, rigid, predictable reactions common in
groups encountered. We all have these automatic
responses, and would be more effective if we
minimized their role in our interactions.

Study of how the brain manages data is
conducted in the West as though out-of-awareness
information processing does not exist. However,
testimonials of our greatest thinkers show that
interpreting information out-of-awareness is often
highly productive. In 1930, Albert Einstein said,
“Every man knows that in his work he does best
and accomplishes most when he has attained a
proficiency that enables him to work
intuitively--Perhaps we live best and do things best
when we are not too conscious of how and why
we do them.”

Bertrand Russell some years later said, “The
Whiteheads stayed with us at Fernhurst, and I
explained my new ideas to him. Every evening the
discussion ended with some difficulty and every
morning I found that the difficulty of the previous




evening had solved itself while I slept. The time

was one of intellectual intoxication.”

Henry Mintzberg in his 1975 article “The
Manager’s Job: Folklore and Fact™ shows that
successful managing results from spontaneous
responses to situations rather than from thoughtful
planning. Many creative writers rely upon
out-of-awareness cerebral activities. For example,
Kurt Vonnegut once told an interviewer, “I've
written only 50 pages of my new book, so I don’t
know what it is about yet.”

What is the significance of all this to
intercultural communication? First, the competent
investigator will recognize the importance of
information processing, and know its distinctive
forms. Next, he or she should identify preferences
for cognitive or out-of-awareness processing in a
particular culture. Third, the temptation to use only
Western research methods should be resisted. This
is not easy, for American scholarly findings tend
to be in the form of numbers. Finally, it is useful
to locate in a particular cultural context areas
in which non-processed, habitual responses
predominate.

Viewing intercultural communication from the
perspective of cerebral information processing
yields fundamental hypotheses. More than other
approaches it can adjust to the specific context.
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Editors Vote

We are pleased to receive an article from Dr.
William S. Howell, an American pioneer in
intercultural communication studies. Your own
letters and contributions are most welcome, as we
hope this newsletter will serve as a forum for
discussion on culture and communication issues.




