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Abstract
Present contradictions in the intercultural communication field – the pre-eminence of
western communication models and the minimization and denial of particular interna-
tional and racial cultural voices – delimit the possibilities for nuanced theory building,
scholarship, and teaching that may address the greatest challenge facing the world
community – fostering understanding and advancing peace and security. This article
introduces the notion of avant-garde epistemic confluence as one possibility for engen-
dering greater levels of inclusion of marginalized and silenced voices at the epistemic
core of the field to effectively address the evolving intergroup, multi-ethnic, and
inter-religious conflicts on the world’s stage. Mobilizing principles grounded in mind-
fulness and intercultural alliance building at the individual and disciplinary levels via
research, theorizing, and teaching is a driving force. Advancing a pragmatic vision of the
intercultural communication field in this twenty-first-century moment with the poten-
tial to address complex cross-cultural and intergroup social and political tensions is the
central mission.
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My voice is the voice of many waters

I do not attempt to speak for all

Yet my voice is

All

That was

All

That is

All

That will ever be

My voice a reflection

Architect of past, present, future

It is

Me

It is

You

It is

Us

Everyday extraordinary

Hidden, forgotten, ignored

Droplet in an ocean

The heart of every matter that ever did matter

My voice is the voice of many waters

I cannot speak for all

Yet my voice is

All

(Hannah Oliha, 2012)

Indeed, in our view, it is the norm for the discipline of communication to follow the power

and to fashion its theories and standards for effectiveness based upon those who are success-

ful in controlling and manipulating others. In this sense, rather than constructed abstractly or

based upon a priori conceptions of communication effectiveness, the theories of communi-

cation effectiveness recognized and published in the discipline of communication are

derivative and they follow the flow and path of power. (Chesebro et al., 2007: 5)

As an emerging intercultural communication scholar, I have thought often of Lorde’s

(1984: 112) words, ‘the master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s house’. Follow-

ing that thought, I have often asked myself (and colleagues who will listen), how we, as

intercultural scholars can continue to advance epistemic commitments that silence and

fail to recognize other lenses. It is a thought that has plagued me long before this moment

and no doubt will continue to do so in many moments to come. While completing my

doctoral studies, I noticed quickly that certain types of knowledge are green-lighted;
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students, teachers, practitioners, and scholars are encouraged to engage these perspectives

to their heart’s content – and others are amber-lighted – through unmistakable omissions

and desertions, individuals are unobtrusively told to proceed with caution when engaging

these perspectives.

Certainly there are political consequences to red-lighting – discouraging individuals

from exploring divergent and unfamiliar perspectives – in this historical moment in aca-

demia. Such action is tantamount to dispensing a charge of ‘guilty’ in a court of law with-

out sufficient evidence, yet through silence or limited exposure, we amber-light certain

types of knowledge in intercultural communication scholarship, teaching, and practice,

limiting the engagement of historically underrepresented perspectives in theorizing and

knowledge generation. As scholars continue to grapple with the challenges of fostering

healthy intercultural communities through the field of intercultural communication,

I believe there is an urgency like never before to expand the epistemic foundations of

the field – especially in this historical moment as different social groups and identities

struggle to assert local and contextualized agendas, in globalized and volatile social

spaces (see Holladay and Smith, 2009; Oliha, 2011; Oliha and Collier, 2010).

Graduating from the Department of Communication at the University of New

Mexico, which is arguably one of the top intercultural communication programs in the

US, I was intrigued by the narrative of the evolution of the field and the discipline of

communication mobilized in ‘seminal’ papers designated as ‘required’ reading during

my graduate education. Now as a professor with an intellectual and personal commit-

ment to the field of intercultural communication, I am increasingly troubled by the

moments when I have to remind my students that there are gaps even in the readings I

am assigning as there are voices yet to be included and sociocultural perspectives yet

to be engaged. The scholarly contributions I interrogate in this article are an amalgama-

tion of: (1) seminal works I was exposed to in core classes as a doctorate student being

groomed to contribute to teaching and scholarship in the field; and (2) contributions by

scholars I was exposed to in elective courses or in independent research pursuits as I have

been engaged in this ongoing journey to find my place in the communication discipline

and specifically in the intercultural communication field. Some of these works engender

a dominant narrative privileging western ideological and paradigmatic leanings. Others

are interruptions generating co- and/or counter-narratives. All of these scholarly contri-

butions are attempts to name and establish the boundaries of a field emerging from the

larger umbrella that is the communication studies discipline.

Emergence of the intercultural communication field: Dominant,
counter and co-narratives

Indeed a cursory review of scholarship exploring the roots of the field and its emergence

reveal the tenor of the historical and contemporary trajectory of the field. Arguably a

seminal paper used to educate new and emerging scholars regarding the historical

foundation of the field of intercultural communication is Leeds-Hurwitz’s (1990)

‘Notes in the history of intercultural communication: The Foreign Service Institute

and the mandate for intercultural training’. In the opening paragraph of this paper

Leeds-Hurwitz argues that:
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Many articles discussing some aspect of intercultural communication begin with a

paragraph in which the author reviews the history of the field and the major publica-

tions. Typically, Edward Hall’s book, The Silent Language, published in 1959 is listed

as the first work in the field, and often specifically mentioned as the crucial starting

point. (Leeds-Hurwitz, 1990: 262)

Leeds-Hurwitz (1990) further argues that Hall’s contributions to the field, and indeed the

field itself, emerged through the specific needs of the Foreign Service Institute (FSI) of

the US Department of State (DOS) ‘between 1946 and 1956’ (Leeds-Hurwitz, 1990:

262). Growing out of the need to apply ‘abstract anthropological concepts to the practical

world of foreign service diplomats, this early focus on training American diplomats led .

. . to the standard use of intercultural communication training’ (Leeds-Hurwitz, 1990:

262). These claims are supported by the four key arguments Leeds-Hurwitz makes in her

paper: (1) Hall’s work is important to the development of the field; (2) the evolution of

Hall’s work was shaped by the needs of FSI; (3) these two contextual nuggets shaped

crucial ideas regarding the nature and purpose of intercultural communication – notions

advanced by future scholars; and (4) these ideas are implicated in and ‘illuminate some

features of the contemporary literature’ (Leeds-Hurwitz, 1990: 262). The overarching

rationale for Leeds-Hurwitz’s contribution to general dialogue regarding the emergence

of the field of intercultural communication is the assumption that readers will be

‘most familiar with the contemporary literature’ offering a compelling reason to illu-

mine ‘the historical context which set the stage for the current practices in the field’

(Leeds-Hurwitz, 1990: 262).

Another publication by Martin and Nakayama (2003) addressing the emergence and

development of the field claims that the:

Current study of intercultural communication is influenced in part by how it developed in

the United States and in part by the worldviews, or research philosophies, of the scholars

who pursue it. The roots of the study of intercultural communication can be traced to the

post-World War II era, when the United States increasingly came to dominate the world

stage. However, government and business personnel working overseas often found that they

were ill equipped to work among people from different cultures. The language training they

received, for example, did little to prepare them for the complex challenge of working

abroad. (Martin and Nakayama, 2003: 42)

Born from the exigency to equip and educate scholars in the ‘new’ and growing field that

is intercultural communication, both papers make claims that appear to be the dominant

understanding of the roots of the field. Indeed Leeds-Hurwitz adds a rhetorical amen to

her major claims even in the final line of her opening paragraph through the assertion that

‘if we are to understand why we include some topics as appropriate and do not consider

other types of work, we must understand the exigencies that generated the first study of

intercultural communication’ (Leeds-Hurwitz, 1990: 262; emphasis added). An insight-

ful and striking claim, yet note the implications of said statement. The roots of the field

began with a pragmatic goal to help American diplomats and business persons fulfill the

goals of communicating effectively in foreign contexts for the purpose of protecting the
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interests of the United States. Secondary to the primary US foreign business and diplo-

macy objectives are the interests of the other parties involved. Inadvertently Leeds-Hur-

witz’s (1990) claims about the roots of the field and the import of understanding these

roots rhetorically silence non-western ways of knowing and being by centering the exi-

gency of the western subject getting what s(he) wants by communicating effectively with

other parties involved in cross-cultural interactions. Indeed the framing does not support

the idea of exchange (a multidirectional flow) but rather a unidirectional flow showing

how the western, notably US subject, should act upon other subjects for the fulfillment of

a given goal. A compelling and problematic notion to advance in a conflict-torn age

when the greatest need is to uncover and pursue opportunities to build bridges upon

which diverse groups occupying shared social spaces may traverse on the journey toward

understanding and co-creating methods of working and living together.

Arguably rumblings of the birthing of the field began long before 1946 despite the

aforementioned problematic framing of the development of the field. Even in the early

part of the twentieth century, scholars like WEB DuBois made the critical claim that:

The problem of the twentieth century is the problem of the color-line – the relation of the

darker to the lighter races of men in Asia and Africa, in America and the islands of the sea. It

was a phase of this problem that caused the Civil War. (DuBois, 1903)

I contend that this major claim has impacted research and theory building in the area of

critical intercultural communication research. Consider Jackson et al.’s (2000: 82) mobi-

lization of the ethos of Dubois’ statement in the claim that the ‘ ‘‘problem’’ of the 21st

century will be the politics of identity’.

Perhaps rumblings of the beginnings of the field were felt even long before this

moment as Geronimo, a famous Native American chief in the 1800s, spoke of the

oneness of humanity even as his people struggled to negotiate peace treaties and

advocate for equity during the critical years of nation building and expansion in

North America:

I cannot think that we are useless or God would not have created us. There is one God look-

ing down on us all. We are all the children of one God. The sun, the darkness, the winds are

all listening to what we have to say. (www.indians.org/welker/geronimo.htm)

Capturing notions surrounding the domestic struggle to negotiate the social, historical,

economic, and cultural differences implicated in interactions between subjects embody-

ing different sociocultural identities in the United States, these theoretically loaded

perspectives have and are impacting the work of scholars in the field, yet narratives of

the emergence of the field fail to acknowledge their impact and import in contemporary

teaching, scholarship and practice in the critical project to cultivate understanding,

dialogue and social change regarding the operation of privilege, power and identity in

increasingly globalized contexts that are conflict torn. Merely two nationally contextua-

lized examples (invariably there are others crossing national and historical boundaries),

the silence surrounding even these contributions to the field in narratives about the his-

torical emergence and development of the field of intercultural communication supports
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the notion that what we know in the field and can know are constrained by the ongoing

minimization, denial, and exclusion of the epistemological, meta-theoretical, and

theoretical contributions of scholars and intellectuals with non-western ideological,

epistemological, and axiological worldviews.

The biggest challenge that twenty-first-century intercultural communication scholars

will have to grapple with in the near future are questions that remain unanswered and

whose answers will continue to be contested terrain. Among these are questions sur-

rounding: (1) sources of knowledge (where does our knowledge of the field come

from?); (2) methods used in knowledge acquisition and dissemination (how is this

knowledge gathered and shared?); and (3) accountability (how do we ensure that the

field embodies the principles of intercultural communication competence and sensitivity

that its scholars attempt to research and teach?). The unique agenda of the field of inter-

cultural communication creates an urgency to resolve present contradictions if the field

is to effectively address the evolving cross-cultural, intergroup, multi-ethnic, and inter-

religious conflicts on the world’s stage through theorizing, research, and teaching.

The crucial question in this historical moment is whether we, as intercultural commu-

nication teachers and scholars, grounded in the agenda to engender community through

our work, are modeling intercultural communication competence and whether we are

creating space for intercultural alliance building (Collier, 2002) through our embodiment

of the principle of mindfulness (Langer, 1989) at our epistemic core. Indeed, does that

core include non-traditional and historically underrepresented perspectives (including

but not limited to international and minority racial group identities)? If not, is there space

to expand this epistemic core such that voices that hitherto have been muted and

ignored might contribute perspectives that will enable the field to respond compre-

hensively to contemporary conflicts at the theoretical and practical level, in order to

advance creative and sustainable endings to twenty-first-century cross-cultural

conflicts? Indeed, if the field will contribute the nuanced theorizing that emerging

intergroup conflicts require, how can the field do so through the denial of non-

mainstream perspectives – which, incidentally, are non-mainstream simply because

they are muted and ignored – thereby creating contradictions and gaps in teaching,

scholarship, and practice (see Asante, 2006; Chesebro et al., 2007; hooks, 2003;

Miller, 2005; Tuhiwai Smith, 1999)?

In subsequent sections I address the denials and gaps in the field and the implications

therein for nuanced theory building, scholarship, and teaching that may address the

greatest challenge facing the world community – fostering understanding and advancing

peace and security. Avant-garde epistemic confluence is introduced as one possibility for

engendering greater levels of inclusion of marginalized and silenced voices at the

epistemic core of the field in the crucial project to address the evolving intergroup,

multi-ethnic, and inter-religious conflicts on the world’s stage. Finally, I offer an exam-

ple of this epistemological proposition at work. This article seeks to advance a pragmatic

vision of the intercultural communication field in this twenty-first-century moment with

the potential to address complex cross-cultural and intergroup, social and political

tensions through the inclusion of the voice of co-cultural scholars whose epistemic,

meta-theoretical, and theoretical worldviews have been influenced by intellectual and

social spaces beyond dominant westernized paradigms.
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Denials and gaps

We live in the post-9-11 era of clashing identities. Tightly knit communications technolo-

gies and transportation systems continue to bring together differing languages, religions,

cultures, races, and nationalities closer than ever before in a web of interdependence,

conflict, and a common fate. Paradoxically, the very forces that diminish physical, social,

and cultural boundaries exacerbate group rivalries, rendering a deeply fractious and unset-

tling landscape of today’s world. (Kim, 2007: 249–250)

Scholars such as Asante (2006), Chesebro et al. (2007), and Kim (2007) suggest that the

field of intercultural communication privileges western ways of knowing and being;

Under the assertion that Korean, Japanese, Chinese, and other Asian scholars can

contribute significantly to shifting the fields of interpersonal and intercultural communi-

cation from ‘mechanistic and message-centered models and methods to more dynamic

and humane person-centered models and methods’, Gordon (2006: 17) offers an

interpretation of key factors influencing the epistemology and ontology of western and

western-influenced scholars.

The western worldview is fixated with ‘ ‘‘sources’’ and messages, and ‘‘channels’’

and ‘‘receivers’’ and ‘‘message fidelity’’ and ‘‘feedback’’ and ‘‘noise,’’ ’ all underlying

fundamental components of communication processes and practices (Gordon, 2006: 17).

By centering the ‘message’ as a major source of inquiry, the western paradigm inadver-

tently engenders a static understanding of communication (Gordon, 2006: 17), rather

than engaging the dynamic flow and exchange involved. Importantly, the western

approach has historically privileged the ‘descriptive and statistically based knowledge

of communication and culture’ favored by the positivistic paradigm (Lee et al., 1995:

263). With an emphasis on controlling and predicting ‘communication behavior’, the

western approach favors the ‘urge to exercise our force in the world, striving to make

our impact, trying to dominate our subject matter, exercising our ‘‘yang’’ capacities, and

seeing our subject matter itself, ‘‘communication’’, in its most ‘ ‘‘agentic’’ aspects’

(Gordon, 2006: 18). Left undone and unattended to is the urge for ‘communion’

(Gordon, 2006: 18), the very undertone spurring and ordering communication processes

and practices. The human subject need not communicate with other human subjects

except for the purpose of sharing space and time in community. Indeed intercultural com-

munication has such implications for increasing levels of communication competence in

a conflict-torn world simply because it advocates the importance of acknowledging and

understanding self in relation to the other in complex and dynamic social and cultural

contexts.

It is of crucial importance then that our thinking and doing in the field of intercultural

communication engage us in the crucial activities of ‘ ‘‘co-mingling’’ our meanings and

experiences with others, co-creating something ‘‘in common’’, coming out of separate-

ness into ‘‘community’’, ‘‘communing’’ with the one another, coming into ‘‘unity’’,

reaching ‘‘union’’, reaching ‘‘oneness’’ ’ (Gordon, 2006: 18–19). These ideas are not the

utopic musings of scholars lost in the ivory tower of unrealistic impossibilities, but ‘the

etymological roots of our central disciplinary term ‘‘communication’’ ’ (Gordon, 2006:

18). Therefore, how can the field advance comprehensive understandings of intercultural
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communication competence, peace, and security without the input of historically

marginalized perspectives?

Again Lorde’s (1984) words echo in my mind. In order to make visible the workings

of marginalization in academia and in research processes, scholars such as Patricia Hill

Collins (2003), for example, have advanced a deeper understanding of the factors that

locate historically marginalized perspectives in the corpus of academic scholarship.

Collins (2003) advances a black feminist positionality and the intersectionality of race,

class, and gender as nested systems of oppression. In ‘Toward a new vision: Race, class,

and gender as categories of analysis and connection’, she argues that there are ‘few pure

victims or oppressors, and that each one of us derives varying amounts of penalty and

privilege from the multiple systems of oppression that frame our lives’ (2003: 591).

In it she calls for a richer conceptualization of identity and positionality that resists the

flattening of difference and the Olympics of ranking oppressions to determine the biggest

victim. Her work stands as an epistemic challenge to historic efforts to flatten difference

and conceptualize them solely on nationalistic or binary categories of black/white and

male/female. In her work is the call to advance practices that account for the complex-

ities of our identities as scholars, teachers, and subjects.

Such scholarship is in line with others that consider the hegemonic workings of aca-

demic institutions that have ignored non-western identities historically, including, but

not limited to those emerging from African, indigenous, and Latin and Native American

communities, while also marginalizing alternate forms of knowledge generation. One

such project is that of Linda Tuhiwai Smith (1999), who challenges the veracity of west-

ern research in exploring the life of indigenous people. She argues for a transformative

research methodology that is sensitive to indigenous ways of knowing and being and that

reclaims these critical dimensions through the research process.

Of note in the field of intercultural communication scholarship is the work of scholars

like Molefi Asante (2006) who advances the notion of Afrocentricity. Through it, he

speaks of unhinging the generalization of the particular into the absolute, thereby deli-

miting the full expression of other forms of knowledge and ways of being. According

to Asante, the quintessential example of this move is the mobilization of western thought

as the absolute foundation of knowledge, when it is, in fact, particular. The strategic

deployment of western thought as absolute in US institutions of education erases the

knowledge of African, Eastern, and Native American communities for example. Asante

(2006: 146) contends that ‘openness to human agency’ is the ‘operative principle’ of Afro-

centricity. In the article ‘Afrocentricity and the Eurocentric hegemony of knowledge’, he

argues that a fixation with color is not the problem with issues of race and diversity, but

rather the ‘strange belief on the part of Whites that they are superior to Africans, [and] that

they have a right to establish and maintain hierarchy’ (Asante, 2006: 152).

As to the claim that race consciousness contradicts the goals of community and delimits

the possibilities for transcending the material conditions that racial hierarchies produce,

Asante (2006) argues for disavowing racism rather than race consciousness (Asante,

2006; see Oliha, 2011). He argues that silencing race consciousness is an erasure of

African American positionality and agency. Such insight raises awareness about the poten-

tial contributions that knowledge emerging from historically marginalized and muted

spaces might add to the field of intercultural communication.
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Scholars such as Chesebro et al. (2007: 7) also suggest that ‘the last 2,500 year history

of communication theory has been extremely selective. It has focused solely on devel-

opments within Western nations.’ Arguing for the greater inclusion of Asian communi-

cation models, they suggest that presently, and erroneously, ‘Western cultures are

presumed to be the only sources of models and standards of communication standards,

practices, and achievements’ (Chesebro et al., 2007: 6). Speaking of these same western

communication models that were introduced to him as a student, Gordon (2006: 18)

suggests that the communication discipline has been dominated by ‘ ‘‘agentic’’ forces’

for the last half-century. Gordon (2006: 18) claims that these forces have emphasized:

‘Tough’ over ‘tender,’ ‘numbers’ over ‘words,’ ‘power’ over ‘love,’ ‘control’ over ‘surren-

der,’ [and] ‘strategies’ over ‘persons . . .’ As a consequence, our theorizing about humans

communicating has been biased and limiting. Boundaries and blinders have hampered our

professional seeing and knowing. (Gordon, 2006: 18)

Asante (2006), Chesebro et al. (2007), and Gordon (2006) offer compelling evidence

regarding the gaps and possibilities in the communication discipline in general and in

the field of intercultural communication in particular.

The work emerging from these scholars suggests that historically marginalized and

non-traditional voices are gaining entrance into the research process in intercultural com-

munication and in academia as a whole. Yet the question remains of how much the epis-

temic tensions and calls to action impact theorizing and scholarship outside of the social

justice agendas of racial minority and international scholars who choose to prominently

feature these perspectives in their research and practice. Reflective of Chesebro et al.’s

(2007: 6) claim that ‘cross-cultural and international communication theory has impli-

citly presumed that the United States and Western cultural systems are an appropriate

foundation for defining what are appropriate and successful communication processes

and outcomes’, these voices are sometimes amber-lighted and/or minimized in general

academic circles. Certainly there are spaces in academia where these voices play a major

role, yet I argue that their overwhelming reduction to moments of ‘critical’ reflection

minimizes their possibilities. Until there is a greater openness in the field to the voice

of co-cultural scholars whose epistemic, meta-theoretical, and theoretical worldviews

have been influenced by places and spaces outside the dominant westernized flow,

there is still work to be done to model in our teaching and practice, the principles of

intercultural sensitivity and mindfulness we research and teach. Further if the field is

to contribute theoretically and pragmatically to addressing the social concerns of

this conflict-ridden epoch, the boundaries of the field must be expanded beyond the

narratives, and hence perspectives, that hitherto have controlled the borders of the

field.

In the upcoming section I address the importance of voice and the import and impact

of the potential contributions of historically underrepresented voices in the field of inter-

cultural communication. Further, I introduce the notion of avant-garde epistemic conflu-

ence as a possible interruption of the present denials and gaps in the field, while offering

one example of this propositional claim at work through one historically marginalized

sociocultural perspective in the field of intercultural communication.
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Voice: Does mine count?

Some of the most passionate domestic and international conflicts headlining the daily media

involve differing cultural identities. From long-festering prejudices, discriminations, and

hatreds to the more recent acts of violent rage and terror, we are seeing in all corners of the

world so many angry words, hurt, and destruction. (Kim, 2007: 250)

When I speak of ‘voice’, I’m not speaking merely of the subjective sense making of phe-

nomena, but I am speaking of the historical, social, political, geographical, and cultural

layers of knowledge that comprise voice and what those layers represent. Further, I am

referencing the possibilities that – different types of – voice, the amalgamation of these

layers, might offer the field of intercultural communication.

One of my frustrations as a Nigerian American intercultural communication scholar is

the dearth of scholarship exploring African communities and perspectives in the field.

How can the field of intercultural communication respond to the conflicts taking place

on the African continent, for example, if we don’t expand the sites of our scholarship and

more specifically, the epistemic core of our scholarship? For example, research suggests that

African, indigenous, Latino/a, and Native American voices and perspectives are historically

underrepresented in intercultural communication scholarship (Miller, 2005; Tuhiwai Smith,

1999). Munshi and McKie (2001) establish the premise for the forthcoming claim:

Maps, drawn up during European colonialism, create a warped geopolitical image of the

world that positions the West in an artificially superior position. These colonial maps

manipulate the shapes and sizes of continents and nations and distort the reality of their

relative physical size so that North America looks larger than Africa and Scandinavia bigger

than India. (Munshi and McKie, 2001: 10)

While this article does not seek to detail specific examples of the underrepresentation of

different sociocultural perspectives, Munshi and McKie (2001) fill a gap in the interpre-

tive lens necessary for understanding this complex phenomenon through their assertion

that ‘the cartography of intercultural communication [similarly] projects . . . systematic

distortions by wiping nations that are of marginal business interest to the West-

dominated global market off the subject map’ of intercultural communication curricula

(Munshi and McKie, 2001: 10). Seeking to create an intercultural course able to meet the

needs of students embodying and espousing different identities, Munshi and McKie

(2001: 12) found that most of the business and management texts ‘ looked at culture and

communication through a restricted western lens’. Importantly they illuminate how text-

books in the field tend to follow ‘the geographical contours of the rich trading patterns of

Euro-American commerce’ concentrating on ‘the cultural norms of people from coun-

tries with which the West is doing, or has the potential to do business’ (Munshi and

McKie, 2001: 10). Referencing how these texts center the cultural interactions between

western nations and peoples (primarily the US and Europeans) and countries such as

China and Japan. Fewer references are made about countries such as Thailand for

example, and none about populous nations such as Brazil and India. Finally they assert

that countries in Africa ‘are rarely referenced in the intercultural communication

sphere of influence’ (Munshi and McKie, 2001: 10).
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If woven more widely into the discipline, these voices and perspectives could offer:

(1) alternate possibilities to the field as it relates to strategies for building intercultural

communities; and (2) possibilities for expanding ideas about data collection and indeed

what qualifies as data in intercultural communication research. Crucially, these new

possibilities may extend areas of the field to more adequately address the complexities

of the tensions and conflicts plaguing cross-cultural, multi-ethnic, and multi-religious

populations on the world’s stage.

Scholars such as Kim (2007: 249) argue that ‘there is clearly a need for intercultural

communication researchers to acquire deeper knowledge of differing philosophical-

methodological systems. It is through expanded methodological literacy that divergent

perspectives may be better understood and even appreciated.’ Indeed, the growing and

increasingly complex international conflicts in the human community suggest that the

field of intercultural communication cannot remain within the borders of standardiza-

tion and conventionality (see Asante, 2006; Chesebro et al., 2007; Gordon, 2006; Kim,

2007), but must engage the idea of avant-garde epistemic confluence. An avant-garde

epistemic confluence exists when we allow knowledge and standards of knowledge

acquisition to flow together, come together and join together across cultures. It is a

meeting of ideas that opens up new possibilities for theory building in particular and

the research process in general (Gordon, 2006; Miller, 2005). It is a synergistic mating

that transcends the prison of convention to foster connections between the historically

underrepresented and the standardized, and the marginalized and uncritically centered.

It is a process wherein, politically, socially, and culturally separated rivers (ideas, per-

spectives, subjectivities, voices) flow together and converge in the service of creativity

and community. If the field of intercultural communication is to effectively negotiate

the issues of peace, security, and community building on the world’s stage, it must first

start in our knowledge generation processes – through our ways of knowing and

through our theory building.

Avant-garde epistemic confluence in practice

One strategy to engage the idea of avant-garde epistemic confluence is the pursuit of col-

laborations with scholars (academic and community based) from various backgrounds.

This can materialize as openness to allowing one’s ideas to meld with those of a collea-

gue whose voice captures a social, cultural, political, and historical amalgamation differ-

ent from one’s own. Another avenue is through openness to alternative understandings of

the taken-for-granteds of the field. Specifically, understandings of culture and commu-

nication diverge from one cultural site to the next. Baraldi (2006: 67) asserts that inter-

cultural scholars must acknowledge ‘the existence in communication of incommensurate

cultural forms’ meaning that ‘some relevant cultural values expressed in communication

[cannot be] . . . exported to differently structured societies’. While there may be common

themes in our understandings of culture and communication, there are certainly nuances

that speak of local meanings of phenomena; yet, though local and contextualized, these

nuances could shed light on understandings of these concepts at the macro level.

Given these considerations, this twenty-first-century moment calls for nuanced

understandings of communication competence and even intercultural communication
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competence flowing out of different cultural spaces (Miller, 2005). The possibilities are

limitless if we allow these perspectives and voices to flow into our epistemic waters.

Going back to the notion of the denials and gaps concerning African contexts, for example,

Miller (2005) confirms that presently:

Africa is apparently so far from the center of intercultural communication literature as to be

beyond the margins. The currents of research occasionally stray briefly near the continent’s

northern and southern edges, but the remainder of that vast and richly cultured people

remains virtually uncontemplated. That this indicates undervaluing of African people and

cultures is perhaps obvious. That it represents a weakness in the understanding of commu-

nication across the globe is less obvious but equally true. It is time for the field of intercul-

tural communication to emulate the example of cartography and discard its distorted

representations of the planet. (Miller, 2005: 224)

Miller (2005: 220) further claims that all too frequently, African cultures are ‘omitted

from discussion’ in intercultural communication research. The dominant discussions

in the field center on western and eastern contexts respectively (Miller, 2005). Impor-

tantly, Miller’s examination of journals committed to the exploration of intercultural

communication revealed that the majority of articles offered over a 10-year period

focused on North American and Asian cultures. The journals included: Journal of Inter-

cultural Communication Research, International Journal of Intercultural Relations,

International and Intercultural Communication Annual, and Howard Journal of Com-

munication. Miller’s study is an important justification for greater levels of reflexivity

at two levels: (1) the individual and (2) disciplinary.

Present scholarship (Asante, 2006; Baldesty, 2003; Baraldi, 2006; Chesebro et al.,

2007; Gordon, 2006; Kim, 2007; Miller, 2005; Oliha, 2010; Torres, 2006) suggests that

there are grave repercussions for the continued denial, omission, and minimization of

cultural perspectives and voices in this historical moment. Gordon (2006) argues that the

privileged space given the western worldview has created biases in and limited theoriz-

ing about communication processes and consequently the potential impact of the field in

contemporary conflicts. Importantly, we (intercultural communication scholars and

practitioners), who are to challenge the exclusion of different voices and perspectives

while helping communities negotiate the negative consequences therein, place our ‘stu-

dents at a disadvantage’ because of the resulting distortions in teaching intercultural

communication (Munshi and McKie, 2001: 9).

Miller (2005) affirms how such actions jeopardize:

. . . research and theory across the entire field in several ways. First, the failure to include

African [indigenous, Latin American and Southeast Asian] cultures in cross-cultural com-

munication studies leads to untested generalizations of statements regarding cross-cultural

validity of U.S. originated theory. (Miller, 2005: 221)

Revising the question posed at the beginning of this section, I conclude this article by

asking one question that creates space for engaging the imminent possibilities of

avant-garde epistemic confluence: What would happen if we allowed African voices
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to flow into the epistemic waters of the field of intercultural communication? How might

these voices impact knowledge generation in the field and extend present understandings

of communication, communication competence, and intercultural communication com-

petence? How might these voices impact theory building and practice in the field? In the

following section I offer one perspective, one voice, if you will, illuminating a non-

traditional cultural understanding of communication competence.

Proverbial ideas and possibilities

In order to model the ideas I pose in this article, I offer one voice and its pathway into

communication competence in interpersonal interactions. Given the dearth of scholar-

ship engaging African voices (Miller, 2005), I explore that cultural site as an interroga-

tive lens. The following questions guide my closing thoughts in this section: What do the

Yoruba, a West African tribe of Nigeria, say about communication competence? How

can this influence intercultural communication and the project to advance international

understanding, peace, and security?

Yoruba proverb: Omi leyon. [People are water].

Widely used in conversation among Yorubas, this proverb is a reminder to do good to all

we meet; to treat them kindly, to show them respect – for we never know when we will

run into them again, like water flowing into unexpected rivers and streams. As water

flows wherever it pleases, uncontrollable and unencumbered, filling crevices, and man-

ifesting as if out of nowhere, human beings flow in and out of each other’s lives. We ‘run

into’ each other, ‘cross paths’, and experience ‘chance’ meetings. This proverb illumi-

nates an idea held by Yorubas that we may run into old friends, acquaintances, and

neighbors again at unexpected and unanticipated times and places, and in those chance,

unexpected meetings, we may find ourselves – or someone dear to us – in need of their

goodness, kindness, and respect.

One of the reasons we study intercultural communication and advance intercultural

communication theory is to promote intergroup understanding and intercultural commu-

nication competence. We emphasize the importance of history, context, and knowledge

of the other. This proverb advances the idea that engaging in this type of scholarship is

not merely a good idea but an organizing imperative.

For Yorubas, this proverb is a way of seeing and living that nurtures the inherent inter-

sections of our lived experiences, the opportunities that exist – present and future – for

our paths to cross and for our meeting to be guided by a behavioral/moral code. This pro-

verb captures an idea held by Yorubas that whether locally or globally, whether it is us or

somebody connected to us, our paths will cross again in the future. Importantly, how we

communicate and/or miscommunicate with each other in the present will have signifi-

cance in some near or far off future that we cannot even anticipate.

The certainty is that there exists a future moment when our paths will cross again. The

possibilities and boundaries of our interaction and our affective, cognitive, and relational

approach to that moment will be determined by the way we did and/or didn’t effectively

handle past interactions.
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This proverb offers some interesting insight into negotiating interpersonal interactions.

It is similar to the golden rule, but also far different. It does not merely say, ‘treat others

like you would like to be treated’, it says instead, ‘treat them as you would like your inter-

actions with them to proceed in the future’. Generally speaking, it is about how you want to

be treated, but specifically, it is about how you desire potential future interactions and deal-

ings with this individual to unfold. This proverb suggests that the relational and interac-

tional possibilities of tomorrow are grounded in the communication practices of today.

As we think about conflicts arising from cross-cultural differences and cross-border polit-

ical goals and tensions arising from multi-ethnic, multi-racial, and multi-religious popula-

tions, this proverb raises questions and possibilities about how those conflicts might be

resolved from a community-centered, collaborative, relational, and future orientation.

As twenty-first-century interculturalists, the crucial question we must ask ourselves, as

we think about the potential of intercultural communication for fostering peace, under-

standing, and effective conflict resolution practices, is how well we model principles sur-

rounding mindfulness, intercultural alliance building, and avant-garde epistemic

confluence in our researching, teaching, and general practice. Additionally, we must hon-

estly ask ourselves and the field as a whole: What dominant ways of knowing and being

inform these important activities at present and what opportunities and challenges exist

therein? What particular steps can we take to become more inclusive of historically under-

represented voices at the epistemic level? Crucially, how are we creating space, through

our researching, teaching and general practice, for individuals and groups to flow together,

come together, and join together across cultures? It is our answers to these questions that

will map out and establish the future of the field of intercultural communication.

Funding

This research received no specific grant from any funding agency in the public, commercial or not-

for-profit sectors.

References

Asante MK (2006) Afrocentricity and the Eurocentric hegemony of knowledge: Contradictions of

place. In: Young J and Braziel JE (eds) Race and the Foundations of Knowledge. Urbana:

University of Illinois Press, pp. 145–154.

Baldesty GJ (2003) Has the dream stalled? Journalism and Mass Communication Education 58(1):

7–25.

Baraldi C (2006) New forms of intercultural communication in a globalized world. The Interna-

tional Communication Gazette 68(1): 53–69.

Chesebro JW, Kim JK and Lee D (2007) Strategic transformations in power and the nature of

international communication theory. China Media Research 3(3): 1–13.

Collier MJ (2002) Negotiating intercultural alliance relationships: Toward transformation. In:

Collier MJ (ed.) Intercultural Alliances: Critical Transformation (International and Intercul-

tural Communication Annual 25). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, pp. 1–16.

Collins PH (2003) Toward a new vision: Race, class, and gender as categories of analysis and

connection. In: Ore T (ed.) The Social Construction of Difference and Inequality: Race, Class,

and Gender in Society. New York: McGraw Hill, pp. 591–605.

DuBois WEB (1903) The Souls of Black Folk. Chicago: AC McClurg & Co.

Oliha 599

 at SAGE Publications on March 20, 2015gaz.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://gaz.sagepub.com/


Gordon RD (2006) Communication, dialogue and transformation. Human Communication 9(1):

17–30.

Holladay J and Smith C (2009) A cautionary tale: The Obama coalition, anti-subordination

principles and proposition 8. Denver University Law Review 86: 819–832.

hooks B (2003) Rock my Soul. New York: Atria Books.

Jackson RL II, Shin CI and Wilson KB (2000) The meaning of whiteness: Critical implications of

communicating and negotiating race. World Communication 29(1): 69–85.

Kim YY (2007) Ideology, identity, and intercultural communication: An analysis of differing

academic conceptions of cultural identity. Journal of Intercultural Communication Research

(36)3: 237–253.

Langer EJ (1989) Mindfulness. Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley.

Lee W, Chung J, Wang J and Hertel A (1995) A sociohistorical approach to intercultural

communication. The Howard Journal of Communications 6(4): 262–291.

Leeds-Hurwitz W (1990) Notes in the history of intercultural communication: The Foreign Service

Institute and the mandate for intercultural training. Quarterly Journal of Speech 76: 262–281.

Lorde A (1984) Sister Outsider. New York: The Crossing Press.

Martin JN and Nakayama T (2003) Intercultural Communication in Contexts, 3rd edn. New York:

McGraw-Hill.

Miller AN (2005) Keeping up with cartography: A call to study African communication. In:

Starosta WJ and Chen GM (eds) International and Intercultural Communication Annual

28. Washington DC: NCA, pp. 214–236.

Munshi D and McKie D (2001) Toward a new cartography of intercultural communication:

Mapping bias, business, and diversity. Business Communication Quarterly 64(3): 9–22.

Oliha H (2010) Discourses of diversity: Negotiating the boundaries for equity, inclusion and

identity through the discourse of socially situated subjects. Doctoral dissertation. Available

at: hdl.handle.net/1928/11194.

Oliha H (2011) Racial disharmony: America’s discordant racial articulations in the wake of

the Reverend Jeremiah Wright media spectacle. The Journal of Multicultural Discourses.

Available at: dx.doi.org/10.1080/17447143.2011.605139.

Oliha H and Collier M (2010) Bridging divergent diversity standpoints and ideologies: Cultivating

successful organizations, initiatives and trainings. The International Journal of Diversity in

Organisations, Communities and Nations 10(4): 61–74.

Torres RJ (2006) Being seen/being heard: Moving beyond visibility in the academy. Journal of

Latinos and Education 5(1): 65–69.

Tuhiwai Smith L (1999) Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples. London:

Zed Books.

600 the International Communication Gazette 74(6)

 at SAGE Publications on March 20, 2015gaz.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://gaz.sagepub.com/


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Gray Gamma 2.2)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages false
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness false
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages false
  /ColorImageMinResolution 266
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 200
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages false
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages false
  /GrayImageMinResolution 266
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 200
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages false
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages false
  /MonoImageMinResolution 900
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Average
  /MonoImageResolution 600
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox false
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier (CGATS TR 001)
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /Description <<
    /ENU <>
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AllowImageBreaks true
      /AllowTableBreaks true
      /ExpandPage false
      /HonorBaseURL true
      /HonorRolloverEffect false
      /IgnoreHTMLPageBreaks false
      /IncludeHeaderFooter false
      /MarginOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetadataAuthor ()
      /MetadataKeywords ()
      /MetadataSubject ()
      /MetadataTitle ()
      /MetricPageSize [
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetricUnit /inch
      /MobileCompatible 0
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (GoLive)
        (8.0)
      ]
      /OpenZoomToHTMLFontSize false
      /PageOrientation /Portrait
      /RemoveBackground false
      /ShrinkContent true
      /TreatColorsAs /MainMonitorColors
      /UseEmbeddedProfiles false
      /UseHTMLTitleAsMetadata true
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /BleedOffset [
        9
        9
        9
        9
      ]
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToRGB
      /DestinationProfileName (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
      /DestinationProfileSelector /UseName
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /ClipComplexRegions true
        /ConvertStrokesToOutlines false
        /ConvertTextToOutlines false
        /GradientResolution 300
        /LineArtTextResolution 1200
        /PresetName ([High Resolution])
        /PresetSelector /HighResolution
        /RasterVectorBalance 1
      >>
      /FormElements true
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles true
      /MarksOffset 9
      /MarksWeight 0.125000
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PageMarksFile /RomanDefault
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.000000
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [288 288]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


