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Some Thoughts about Ethics and
Intercultural Communication

Fred L. Casmir
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The challenges faced by communication
scholars as they deal with ethics and ethical
systems are often different form those faced
by colleagues in other academic areas. My
own definition of communication, as that
which takes place between human beings--
symbolically--as they do things together, is in-
dicative of that difference which is based on a
focused concern with symbolic process and
dialog. While all of us, during our lifetime,
may enter into or join various ethical systems
or environments, it is self-evident that ethics,
and ethical-and value-systems, are the cre-
ation of human beings. Indeed, even their
modification or change depends not on some
inherent capacity of the systems, but on the
actions of individuals, or actions by individu-
als in concert. My concern, as a result, is not
merely with description or identification of
extant ethics or systems of ethics as end-
states, though that is an important subject for
some. Nor is our interest primarily focused on
the cultural, social or individual factors identi-
fiable as parts of extant systems. Rather, my
focus is on the dynamic process which is in-
volved in building, maintaining and even de-
stroying systems of values or ethics.

As Hewitt (1989) has pointed out, in the
more stable societies of the past, social order
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was an expected, shared norm and that in-
cluded norms of ethics. We were bounded by
traditions and a sense of community, and our
identities and securities were directly related
to institutional involvement's. As we became
more involved in and aware of our almost
daily interactions with those who belong to
other, different cultures, sub- and co-cultures,
including individuals from formerly remote
parts of our world and the resulting changes
in our life-space, a sense of insecurity, a feel-
ing of chaos emerged.

The awareness of our changing environ-
ment has brought to the fore the necessity of
understanding how we can best cope with the
resulting confusion, confrontations and feel-
ings of malaise. As Foltz (1973) put it "Com-
munication is the major vehicle through
which we can cope with, control and manage
change" (p. 121). Weick (1987), as a scholar
who focused his work on the processes in-
volved as humans organize their common ef-
forts, was also aware of the fact that "Interper-
sonal communication is the essence of organi-
zation because it creates structures that then
affect what else gets said and done and by
whom" (p. 97). It would be difficult to find a
clearer identification of the role of communi-
cation as an activity or process between hu-
man beings, as they accomplish tasks to-
gether, including the building and maintain-
ing of systems of ethics. Equally important is
the realization that such structures, organiza-
tions, institutions or systems, once we develop
them have a profound impact on how we do
things together. At the same time, I agree with
Heights (1993) who wrote, "By accepting
change as natural process and choosing to
manage it, we're really choosing life over
entropy"(p.3). Managing change effectively
and beneficially for all involved, is probably
the major task facing us at the end of the 20th

Century, and it is truly a survival challenge.



The continuation of our human existence,
of human creativity, of human value systems
and many other related factors is part of the
process of choosing life over entropy. As I dis-
cussed in an earlier contribution, while we
may continue to survive biologically, without
the ability to communicate we lose those dis-
tinctive human features which make up our
cultural, social, symbolic, interpersonal and
aesthetic life-space (Casmir, 1978). I continue
to insist that anything which limits or ham-
pers our communication-survival processes is
dangerous to the future of the human race.

When we look, specifically, at the building
and maintaining of systems of ethics and val-
ues, the communication scholar's insistence
on directing "one's attention to neither the
self nor the other but to the actual happenings
between men"(Poulakos, 1974, p.212), is of
major importance. The fact that the 'between’
or 'relationship' involves much more than the
'mere sum of two individual entities,"" rather
that it is the "interhuman force which sustains
dialog"(Poulakos, 1974, P.208), accentuates
the focus of my own concerns. If one accepts
Dewey's(1929) dictum that to learn to be hu-
man is to "develop through the give and take
of communication..."(p.154), and the idea that
"the individual does not behave in isolation
from his social environment" (Etzioni, 1967,
p.2), it becomes even more vital to look at the
dynamic processes involved in the building of
ethical and value system.

Rousseau(1991)understood that "We bal-
ance unity with separation, vulnerability with
safety. We constantly renegotiate, and when
negotiations break down, relationships break
up"(p.6). That balancing act is not easy, but it
is, of course, the fear of breakups or break-
downs that is at the root of ethics- and value-
systems. Attempting to bring about consensus
and adherence to any systems can be seen as
one important means of keeping human be-
ings together. Through communication we,
essentially"...confirm the basic unity of com-
mon life"(Brownell, 1950, p.241). Communi-
cation can thus be developed into a meaning-
ful process or form of expression for those hu-
man beings who choose to engage in a mutu-
ally beneficial, supportive process (Casmir,
1978).

Our contemporary world appears increas-
ingly to be torn asunder. It is a world in which
neither individuality nor community can be as

easily defined or accepted as in the past. It
appears to many people as if in "olden days"
we could more readily base concepts of com-
munity on the idea that we were "living in
mutual relation with one another" (Buber,
1958, p.45). What is often forgotten, is the
fact that whatever mutual relationships had
developed in the past, did develop over many
centuries. What can become dangerous, is any
tendency to use our often imperfect percep-
tions of the past in any attempt to simply copy
or resurrect those old times and their systems
of ethics and values. What does appear to be
necessary is recognition of the idea that the
time has come for some renegotiating of
value- and ethics-systems--which will be in-
formed by the past and which are made ur-
gent by the need for future human survival.
The newness inherent in contemporary or
future change does not need to be feared if we
accept the perspective espoused by Arnett
(1992) "that with the knowledge that new in-
sights come when both parties bring their
uniqueness to the conversation" (p.78). 1
might add, that that is especially the case if
"both" parties can feel secure in the knowl-
edge that the systems of values and ethics
which emerge out of such conversations truly
belong to all who produced the change.
Whichever way one defines ethics, and
whichever past, present and future consider-
ations one brings to the subject, Elliot (1986)
provides one meaningful summary for what I
wanted to say in the preceding pages "It is
partly through our collective or common
knowledge of...human interest stories that our
social ethos emerges. Their stories become
part of the lore of our civilization, and that
aids in helping to become one people...not just
community of knowledge but community in
the sense of sharing the world together"(p.28).
We, as communication scholars, have un-
doubtedly been slow when it comes to dealing
with ethic-and value-systems which need to be
renegotiated and built across the dividing
lines of cultures and the boundaries of states--
or inter-culturally and inter-nationally. But as
the need for such an effort becomes clearer in
our minds, communication scholars surely do
have an important role to play in focusing on
the ongoing, emerging symbolic processes
between human beings, as they build their
future together. (Distinguished professor of
Communication at Pepperdine University)
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Implications of Recent Brain
Studies for Understanding
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This article is a brief summary of several
other articles listed below,(Bruneau, 1989;
1994; 1995; 1996; 1997; and, 1998).

When I tell communication professionals
that the brain is the central organ of commu-
nication, they laugh, or they exclaim, "of
course!", or they just blink at me. As long as
the brain apparently works, they do not seem
to be at all concerned about how it works.
Most communication professionals are hap-
pily content to avoid considering brain pro-
cesses altogether. Their inquiry is "brainless"
mainly due to assumptive neglect. Also, how-
ever, the avoidance of brain study is due to
the complexity and multi-disciplinary nature
of neural studies. Personally, I have been in-
tensively studying how the brain works for
over seven years and I am still ignorant of
many of its workings. The research output is
massive and new technologies are making
brain studies more open to many new lines of
inquiry. Several important misconceptions
must be removed initially.

The brain is not merely centered in the
head, but extends throughout the soma and
projects onto its sensory energy environs. The
brain's sensory systems project upon natural,
social, and technic rhythm (energy) fields
which, simultaneously, receive information
projected upon them (cortical reception). All
of what we call "reality" concerns energy
transductions and transformations as recep-
tive-projective interfacings. Signal detection,
accommodation, and production are all cen-
tral to the brain's dynamic recursivity in pro-
cessing communicative energy patterns. Con-
trary to popular belief, people do not transmit
words or symbols; one-hundred percent of all
transmissions are non-verbal energy
flowthroughs. Communication can be rede-
fined as "The attempt to share energy trans-
formations" or to share personal temporali-
ties.

Marshall McLuhan attempted to show the
importance of technology and media in trans-
forming how society communicates. However,
a new way of understanding human communi-
cation is that all media and technologies are
connected to the human brain. The brain is
the medium of all media, the channel of all
communication channels. This is a radical
new way of thinking; so, how the brain works
is important. The new paradigm is: The brain
is the medium; the "mind" is the message
(stored in the sociocultural collective of
brains); and communication is the means.
The individual brain collects energy fields



(holonomic brain theory) from the collective
"mind" imposing upon it to make up its own
"mind"(self organizing theory). Any infant,
male or female, may be capable of learning
any language or behavioral system or any
kind of knowledge in its particular collective's
energy environments or "mind". The brain
attempts to acquire the collective mind
(connectionist brain theory).

There are three highly interactive brain
energy axes: bottomup-topdown; left-right;
and back-front. "Bottomup" concerns stimu-
lus and sensory-driven information imposing
upon the brain; "topdown" concerns cortical
and mesocortical impositions or projections
upon bottom up stimuli. Left-right brain in-
teractions concern hemispheric interactions
through callosal, septal, and subcortical cir-
cuitry. Generally, the "left brain" handles ob-
jective, linear, sequentialities while the "right
brain" processes narrational and paralinear
flow of information. The "back" (parietal
lobe) handles reference memory construc-
tions (the past) while the "front" (frontal
lobes) handle the evolution of intent, plan-
ning, and all executive functions. The three
axes intersect. The intersects are the personal
self, the "I", in one of its moments. How a so-
cial collective activates and patterns these in-
tersects of the three axes is important to how it
develops its styles of consciousness and be-
havior.

All sociocultural collectives (world minds)
appear to develop the three brain axes differ-
ently. Males and females also develop the axes
differently, (Bruneau, 1998). This develop-
mental view of the human brain concerns the
brain processes identified with the evolution
of three forms of consciousness particular to
every human group: objective; narrative; and
transcendental. How a collective (or an indi-
vidual) develops energy usage patterns re-
lated to the three brain axes and the three
kinds of consciousness determines all of its
communicative characteristics. This is so be-
cause the brain is the central organ of human
communication. (Professor at Radford Univer-
sity)
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The Importance
of Understanding Interculture
in International Business

00000 Chung, Suwon)

International business is a set of unified commercial
transactions which are organized to analyze other
people's behaviour, to communicate information
and to achieve an organization's purpose
around the world. Every people, however, has their
own unique cultural background. Therefore, it is
very important to understand intercultural back-
grounds in order to do international business suc-
cessfully.
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Review of
"WHY IS INTERCULTURAL
COMMUNICATION SO
DIFFICULT?", Special Lecture
Given by Dr. John Condon

Holly Siebert Kawakami
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On November 18th, Dr. John Condon, Re-
gents' Professor, Department of Journalism &
Communication, University of New Mexico,
gave a special lecture followed by discussion
to a student audience. The main point of this
lecture was that intercultural communication
is difficult and will continue to be difficult be-
cause each of us looks at the world and makes
sense of it according to the cultural back-
ground we have. It is extremely difficult to
fully realize that most of what we take for
granted is really culturally learned. Even if we
try to be aware of cultural differences, we are
constantly learning anew that we interpret ev-
erything from our own cultural standpoint.
"Nothing has meaning without a context", Dr.
Condon repeatedly said. We give meaning to
everything we see, hear, read, or experience
by assuming a context for it.

Dr. Condon illustrated his lecture with
memorable examples taken from TV news,
Olympics coverage, first graders in the United
States, Japanese and American elementary
school teachers, an American elementary

school textbook, and optical illusions. In other
words, everything is given a context by us, but
we do not realize it until someone else has a
different context. Examples using optical illu-
sions in which there are two images that can
be perceived simultaneously allowed the stu-
dents to struggle to perceive the "other point
of view" and try to explain theirs to someone
who just could not see it.

The students found the story of a Native
American Indian (Pueblo) both memorable
and a little sad. The now adult Pueblo man
says that in first grade his teacher drew three
pictures on the board: a tree, a horse, and an
umbrella, and asked which one to use to get
out of the rain. He had never seen an um-
brella before. He chose the horse because his
father had told him to go under his horse if it
rained. The teacher, a mainstream white
American, told him he was wrong. He learned
that day that his culture was wrong and an-
other was correct.

During the following discussion, students
wondered how they could improve their com-
munication skills and whether the world's
peoples will ever communicate better. Dr.
Condon encouraged them to become more
and more aware of their own assumptions and
more open to other people's interpretations.
( Holly Siebert Kawakami is currently teaching
Intercultural Communication at KUIS and is a
member of the KUIS Intercultural Communi-
cation Institute's Media Watch Forum.)

The Report of
SIETAR International
24th SIETAR CONGRESS

1998 SIETAR

Jacqueline Wasilewski
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The Congress was held at Reitaku Univer-
sity and Yurakucho Asahi Hall during Novem-
ber 19-24, 1998.

Four hundred fifty interculturalists from
more than 30 countries attended the Congress
which was preceded by Master Workshops and



culminated in a Symposium oriented towards
the business community. Over 100 students
assisted with logistics, giving the next genera-
tion of interculturalists a chance to interact
personally with major figures in the intercul-
tural field.

There was a dual emphasis on raising
awareness of Japan as a heterogeneous society
and of expanding awareness of the intercul-
tural field throughout Asia and the Pacific Ba-
sin. Foundation funding allowed the partici-
pation in the Congress of five women from In-
donesia, Malaysia, Thailand and the Philip-
pines. Roundtables addressed specific issues
(a practice carried forward from the last
SIETAR Congress in Curacao): Reconciliation
about lingering issues from the Pacific War,
Asian Minorities in Japan, Asian and Pacific
Basin First Nations People (Ainu, Maori,
Okinawan, Balinese, Kalmyk Mongol) and the
Complexities of Ethnic Conflict in general.

Much appreciated was the extensive Cul-
tural Contexting Program, organized entirely
by volunteers. Congress participants had the
opportunity to understand Japan, not only in-
tellectually, but experientially as well, and to
become more aware of Japan's heterogeneity.
Included were performances every night and a
choice of field trips and lecture/slide presen-
tations during the day covering everything
from Ainu dance to the innovative use of tra-
ditional Japanese crafts in small businesses in
Japan today.

The keynotes each morning were high
points. Irid Agoes, President of SIETAR Indo-
nesia, who had to drive through student dem-
onstrations in Jakarta to get to the airport to
come to the Congress, challenged us with the
question, "Can Interculturalists Be Leaders?"
Her speech received a standing ovation from
the participants, half of whom were in tears by
the time she finished. Her keynote helped us
to ground our work in the difficult intercul-
tural realities which face us as we enter the
next millenium. Next, Ambassador Taizo
Watanabe, just retired Japanese ambassador
to Indonesia, challenged us with the question,
"Can Japan Be A Leader in International Af-
fairs?" And finally, prominent member of the
new generation of Japanese leadership, Ms.
Mizuho Fukushima, attorney, new member of
the House of Councilors of the Japanese Diet
and well-known activist on women's issues,
spoke about the "Empowerment of Japanese

Women."

Congress organizers hope that 20 years
from now this Congress will have been as key
in the further development of the intercultural
field as the conferences in the 1970s at ICU
were for the founding of the field. (Jacqueline
Wasilewski is a Professor at ICU and Immediate
Past-President of SIETAR International)

Report on the 84th
Annual Meeting of the NCA
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The 84th Annual Meeting of the National Communi-
cation Association was held in New York City on No-
vember 20-24 in 1998. This is a brief report on two
sessions about the past, present, and future of inter-
cultural communication studies.
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