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ABSTRACT

This paper describes an approach to teaching éthica
intercultural communication. This approach helps
students become aware of their own ethnocentric
attitudes and helps them move beyond those pergpect
to develop a mindful approach to intercultural
communication. The paper begins by introducing the
concept of mindful communication and the challengkes
developing of a code of ethical behavior for
communicating across cultures. Then, strategies for
reconciling cultural relativism and universalismear
offered. Finally, the paper provides a set of glies

for ethical behavior in intercultural encounters.
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INTRODUCTION

Educators today need to prepare students for thgy ma
challenges they will face in the workplace and heitt
lives as concerned global citizens. Perhaps onéhef
greatest challenges facing global citizens is thednto
develop a code of ethical behavior that can additess
many diverse issues they are likely to encounteenwh
communicating across cultures. Many of the chgksn
facing our global society involve ethical dilemmésgse
include corporate responsibility for the environten
political oppression, women'’s rights, and childdab

ETHICSAND CULTURE

Ethics is a system of moral principles used to govke
behavior of individuals and groups; these princpsee
based on beliefs about what is “good” and “bad” in
human behavior. Ethics derive from group valuesj an
since values are determined by culture, ideas abvbat
constitutes ethical behavior differ across cultufgék
Each culture has a unique set of ethical standdiusse
ethical standards reflect deeply held beliefs aioght”
and “wrong,” which behaviors are considered virtjou
and which behaviors are unacceptable within a qadsi
culture. For example, some cultures allow childola
individuals from outside those cultures may findsth
practice problematic. However, it is equally prabégic
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for individuals or groups outside a culture to diettheir
ethical values to members of that culture.

Cultural differences can create many obstacles to
effective communication among members of diverse
cultural groups, both within and among nations. e Th
topic of ethics in intercultural communication is a
stressful one for people of all cultures [2]. Tlopit is
stressful because individuals feel threatened wtheir
beliefs about “good” and “evil” and about “right’hd
“wrong” behavior are challenged in any way. Most
cultures believe that their ethical code sets adstad that

is the “right” way for all people—in all cultures-e-t
behave. Further, most cultural groups believe their
in-group is superior and behaviors of other cukutteat
differ from their own are “wrong,” “inferior,” or
“immoral.”

ETHNOCENTRISM

The belief that one’s own culture or co-culturabgp is
superior is a universal phenomenon. The word
ethnocentrism comes from the Greethnos meaning
“nation” and kentron meaning “center” [3].Therefore,
one could say that ethnocentrism is the belief dret's
own culture is at the center of the universe. deat,fthis
perspective can be seen in maps that depict aciplarti
nation in the very center of the map [4, pp. 236}23
From an ethnocentric perspective, individuals judde
other cultures in relation to the values and noofitheir
own cultural group.

One reason for the incidence of ethnocentric timigkin

all cultures is its relationship to group survivaéin
ethnocentric perspective can increase group sdldar
cooperation, loyalty, and effectiveness. When tiereed,

a cultural group can maintain its identity by
differentiating itself from out-groups. Often, am-i
group’s identity is supported by ethnocentric thigk—
that is, by comparing the group favorably with gubups
and emphasizing the superiority of the in-group.
Members of out-groups are stereotyped and judged
harshly in order to strengthen the in-group’s idgrand
self-esteem [5]. During war time, soldiers maydfiit
easier to kill the enemy if they consider enemylisuk to

be inferior and “less human.” This dehumanizingade

is demonstrated when animal names like “dogs” ays’p
are applied to the enemy. During the Iran-lraq war,
military commander spoke of the enemy’s defeatthe “
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annihilation of thousands of harmful . . .
p.174].

insecfs;

MINDFUL INTERCULTURAL
COMMUNICATION

Although ethnocentrism may play a role in the suabf
cultural groups, the survival of our global comntyrais a
whole is likely to be better served when we movgobe
ethnocentric perspectives in our approach to intaral
communication. It is valuable to adopt a mindful
approach to intercultural communication when whegtl
with ethical questions. Intercultural communicatio
scholar Stella Ting-Toomey defines mindful intetatal
communication as creating a feeling of “being
understood, supported, and respected” in the iddal{s)
with whom one is communicating [7, p. 46]. Mindful
individuals strive to understand the perspectivds o
diverse others. They avoid ethnocentric and stgpéal
thinking and bring an open mind to knowledge ofeoth
cultures. There are many benefits to be derivednfr
mindful intercultural communication.

There are several ethical issues that must be sgitte
whenever we encounter members of other culturess@h
issues may arise when we are working or studying
internationally or when we are interacting with niers

of diverse cultures domestically. In our global
community, we are all likely to have intercultural
encounters both face-to-face and in virtual sestimg the
workplace and in our personal lives.

Mindful communicators face several ethical question
when engaging in intercultural communication. Sdoul
an individual living in another culture adapt toath
culture’s ethical beliefs or preserve his/her owk@w
should one respond if the ethical standards of hemot
culture clash significantly with one’s own culturkf®w
do parties involved in international business decid
whose code of ethics to follow? Should a natioruireg
members of diverse cultures living within its baisi¢o
give up ethical values if they conflict with thosé the
majority culture in the nation? Should developedams
offering aid to developing nations make their aid
contingent upon the developing nation’s conforming
the developed nation’s ethical standards? The grgim
question underlying all of these questions is: Sthame
set of ethical standards be applied universallpsll
cultures?

MORAL EXCLUSIONISM

One of the greatest challenges related to ethésales is
determining whose standards will apply in a patécu
situation. Usually, within a nation the majoritylitwe’s
values dominate that nation’s ethical standardsU 8.
history, there was a time when the white majorigtsle
of ethics dominated society to the detriment ofidsn
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Americans, who were not afforded the same treataent
white Americans. The majority culture within a ioat
has the power to enforce its beliefs about “rightid
“wrong” and about what is acceptable behavior ahatw
is not. In some cases, the power of the majorig/leen
used to exclude certain groups from the proteabithe
ethical code that applies to all other members haf t
culture.

When members of a majority culture in a societylapp
ethical standards of justice only to members of idamt
communities, they are practicing moral exclusionism
Moral exclusion allows members of some groups to be
treated in ways that would be considered immorgiéfy
were applied to members of the dominant culture or
group. Moral exclusion is based on a belief that aut-
group members are somehow inferior to and “less
human” than members of the majority culture, and
therefore, are not deserving of the same treatment.

Often political and social upheavals can lead ts &t
moral exclusionism. For example, before the digsmhu

of the former Yugoslavia, Serbs, Muslims, and oat
Bosnia were essentially part of one moral community
However, once the political upheaval began, with it
vilification of ethnic groups, the members of tharieus
groups began to exclude others from their moral
community. As a result of this moral exclusion, nters

of the various ethnic groups began committing dttiesc
against one another — the very groups with whiayth
had once peacefully co-existed. Other examplesarim
exclusionism include the extermination of the Jews
Nazi Germany and the Turkish genocide of the
Armenians.

TWO APPROACHESTO INTERCULTURAL
EHTICS

Individuals who wish to be mindful intercultural
communicators face complex challenges because while
on the one hand, they wish to treat all others with
fairness, on the other hand, they must recogniz an
address significant differences among cultureseiiefs
about what is good and what is right. There ave t
approaches to ethics that must be understood and
reconciled by mindful communicators; they are
universalism and cultural relativism.

UNIVERSALISM

A universal approach to intercultural ethics appltbe
same standards to all cultures and minimizes alltur
differences. This approach is based on the beliaf t
there are some ethical standards that apply urilerte

all cultures. The philosopher Immanuel Kant espduse
this approach in his categorical imperative, whitites
“Act only on that maxim whereby you can at the same
time will that it should become a universal law].[Bant
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believed that a code of ethical behavior shouldased
on principles that apply universally to all people.

However, the greatest challenge related to theeusal
approach is concern over who will decide what the
universal code of ethics will be. Historically, dmant
cultures enforced their ethical standards on otineups.
Further most universally applied codes of ethicedus
today are ‘“imposed ethics that rely heavily on
Eurocentric moral philosophies to the exclusiorotifer
cultural groups’ voices” [9, p. 273]. The universal
approach to ethics does not consider the factethatal
principles are the result of cultural values, amat values
differ widely from one culture to another. Theatile
approach to intercultural ethics takes the opposite
position; it is based on the belief that it is possible for
any culture to judge the behavior of members otlzo
culture.

CULTURAL RELATIVISM

Cultural relativism argues that the appropriatersdsany
behavior can only be determined within the contéxn
individual’'s culture and that an individual or gposi
actions cannot be judged by anyone outside theireult
Only members of a given culture can evaluate the
behavior of individuals in that culture. Culturalativism
recognizes the importance of cultural values inpsig
ethics.

The relativist position can be problematic wheretako

an extreme, because it requires that we accepnicss

of persecution like the treatment of Jews in Nazi
Germany and apartheid in South Africa. In both sase
the cultural community in which these actions ooedr
accepted the behavior. While the global community
ultimately condemned the behavior, such actionsldvou
be accepted from a strictly relative view of ethgisce
they were accepted by the cultural community inchhi
they occurred.

RECONCILING UNIVERSALISM AND
CULTURAL RELATIVISM

Both universalism and cultural relativism have eqlbut
neither one alone is sufficient to guide us in dlithe
many intercultural encounters we are likely to have
throughout our lives; neither one is sufficientaddress

the many ethical issues facing our global community
today. Contextual relativism is one attempt tooreile

the tension between the universal approach and the
relative approach to intercultural ethics.

CONTEXTUAL RELATIVISM
The complexity of intercultural ethics requires tthvee

develop a more sophisticated approach to the stilyec
cannot rely on one fixed set of guidelines for alir
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intercultural encounters. One way to approach athic
dilemmas is to treat each case as unique and tpt @&do
stance of contextual relativism. This approach edsf
from cultural relativism in that individuals usintpis
approach do not believe that it is impossible f@m to
take an ethical stance in relation to the behawibr
members of other cultures, but they strive to awwahg
so from an ethnocentric perspective.

Communication scholar Stella Ting-Toomey defines
contextual relativism as an approach that emphsighme
importance of understanding the context surroundimg
behavior. She states: “A contextual perspective neea
that the application of ethics can only be undemton a
case-by-case basis and context-by-context basish Ea
ethical case is a unique case, and each contaxtingque
ethical context that stands alone. With clarity of
understanding of the context that frames the behaxi
question (on socio-cultural, historical, and sitoméal
levels), intercultural learners can make a mindtuice
concerning their own degree of engagement or
disengagement in approaching the context” [10,7d].2
As ethical communicators we must strive to leagreat
deal about the background and the surrounding eci@mno
political, and social climate in which any behavior
occurs.

For example, the practice of child labor may be
considered problematic from our own cultural
perspective. The term “child labor” is used to disxr
“work which is likely to damage children’s health,
physical and psychological development as wellhas t
chances of fulfilling other rights, mainly the righo
education” [11, p. 15]. Our culture may believe ttha
children should be given an opportunity to gain an
education and to enjoy freedom from harsh working
conditions. We may deem that the actions of large
corporations that use child labor in developingaret are
guilty of exploitation, particularly when in some
instances the working conditions are little bettiean
those of slavery and have severely detrimentateffen
the health of the children.

In 1996 the June issue bffe magazine had an article
about child labor in Pakistan. The article featur@d
photograph of a 12-year-old boy surrounded by theqgs

of a Nike soccer ball, which he would spend the day
assembling for a daily wage of 60 cents. Since iz
Nike has developed a “comprehensive system of
monitoring and remediatiorf12] and has issued a Code
of Conduct to its suppliers, binding them to a dtad for
wages, benefits, health, and a safe working enigo.
While many other corporations have followed suiticim
child labor still exists in the world and at leasime of it

is the result of unscrupulous corporate practicesem
concerned about profit than about human rights.
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However, it is important for mindful communicatdis
realize that the actions of the corporations whe clsild
labor are only one aspect of the situation. Befae
condemn either the corporations or the culturesahaw
children to work under such conditions, we should
become informed of the social, political, and ecuit
contexts in which such child labor occurs. In Pikisfor
example, children must earn money to supplement the
family income in order for the family to have foum eat.
Child labor in Pakistan is linked with other
socioeconomic problems including “poor access to
resources and production, gender inequality, irtagle
distribution of land, [and] environmental degradati
[13].

In Pakistan and many other nations, extreme povsrty
one of the primary causes of child labor. Famikesd
their children out to work because they are in spdeate
situation. Programs to enhance income and emplolymen
opportunities for adult workers are one importargps
toward alleviating child labor. Another importarepg is
making education compulsory [14]. We may continoie t
be strongly opposed to child labor, even after welys
the context in which it occurs, but we may wishdke a
different kind of action to address it once we thaghly
understand the context. We may decide that it is no
enough to refuse to buy goods that are the prodfict
child labor. By supporting monetary aid for naticersd

for individuals in nations where many face condisof
extreme poverty, we may be able to help to alleviat
practices that we find problematic.

Often ethical dilemmas can be most effectively added

by a dialogue between the parties involved rathan toy
reference to a universal set of standards. Rathen t
condemning behavior that we find problematic based
our own ethical code, as mindful communicators we
should seek to understand the context of the behawid
then to address the underlying issues that hawengige

to the behavior. Once we have a thorough undernstgnd
of a particular situation, we will need to determin
whether we wish to accept the practice, seek a
compromise, withdraw from the situation, or takéicac

to change the situation that gave rise to the wect

GUIDELINESFOR ETHICAL BEHAVIOR IN
INTERCULTURAL ENCOUNTERS

As mindful communicators we face the challenges of
preparing ourselves for the many intercultural emters
we are likely to have in both our professional ana
personal lives. There are some basic guidelinasdan
serve as a useful starting point for developing ahility

to communicate both mindfully and ethically wittvelise
others. These guidelines are:

* Respect diverse others
»  Seek common ground with diverse others
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« Respect the significance of cultural differences
RESPECT DIVERSE OTHERS

The most basic tenet of any code of behavior isfford
everyone else the same respect that we would dikeet
granted ourselves. Almost all the world’s religidesch
the importance of treating others as we would tikdoe
treated. The “Golden Rule” exhorts us to recogrize
value of all members of our global community; ttaaet
can be found in the teachings of Buddhism, Chriditya
Islam, Judaism, the Native American cultures, amhyn
others. Similarly, David Kale's universal code dfies,
which states, “Ethical communicators address people
other cultures with the same respect that they avtilé

to receive themselves” [15, p. 469]. This tenetliappo
all peoples. Affording respect to all the divershears
with  whom we interact both domestically and
internationally is one of the benefits of mindful
intercultural communication.

SEEK COMMON GROUND WITH DIVERSE
OTHERS

When communicating with diverse others, ethical
communicators strive to establish common ground. |
intercultural encounters, they focus on the sintilaof
cultural beliefs and values rather than emphasizing
cultural differences. Although it is valuable todenstand
and respect cultural differences, once we haveldped
knowledge of the values and beliefs of other cekume
can move on to seeking commonalities in order to
establish meaningful connections with members béot
cultures. As human beings we share many basic cosice
and values; we are all social beings, we all wistbé
understood by others and to express ourselves,liwe a
love our children and families, we all enjoy rediea
(although it may take different forms in different
cultures), and we all face the limitations of therfan
condition (health concerns, old age, and death).

Typically,  ethnocentric  perspectives  emphasize
differences between cultural groups and often wssh s
differences to justify discrimination, oppressioand
violent conflict. When we focus on those thingst the

all share as human beings we are more likely toemak
possible meaningful dialogue regarding the many
challenges we face as global citizens in the twdingy
century.

RESPECT THE SIGNIFICANCE OF CULTURAL
DIFFERENCES

While we wish to find and emphasize the commorealiti
among all people, it is important to give all peophe
right to their individual perspectives. Members alf
cultural groups should be free to express theiwsje
even views that differ from our own. In order for a
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genuine dialogue to occur we must allow culturally-
diverse others to express their uniqueness. Kadsssds
the fact that “ethical communicators place a higitug

on the right of cultures to be full partners in the
international dialogue regardless of how popular or
unpopular their political ideas may be” [16, p. 170
Ethical communicators will recognize the need for
dialogue and the value of taking a contextual apgindo
ethical issues across cultures.

CONCLUSION

Mindful communicators are likely to face many
challenges when communicating with diverse others.
The first challenge is to move beyond our own galtu
perspectives to understand the values and ethical
standards of other cultures. Then, we can leaoutab
different approaches to intercultural ethics; theot
primary approaches are universalism and cultural
relativism.  Contextual relativism is an approaah t
intercultural ethics that emphasizes the importante
understanding the context surrounding any behavior.
Once we fully understand the context, then it may b
possible for us to take action on a case-by-casés.ba
This approach to intercultural ethics helps us ocwere

the shortcomings of universalism and cultural reisin.

When approaching any intercultural encounter, it is
important to keep certain guidelines in mind. Thes
guidelines are a useful starting point for deveigpour
ability to communicate both mindfully and ethicallyth
diverse others. We should respect diverse otheds a
their cultural values and beliefs. However, oneehave
gained an understanding of diverse others, instd#ad
focusing on differences, we should then seek tabtish
common ground so that we can work together to addre
the many challenges facing our global society.
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