







The Intercultural Mind Praise

The Intercultural Mind is a nascent exploration of the interrelationship between cultural neuroscience and intercultural competence. It provides an accessible and intelligent introduction to the potential blend of these two areas. Joseph Shaules’ rich international experience and scholarly exploration allows both seasoned and novice professionals an entry point into this topic, which will surely be influential in the future of the field.

—Janet Marie Bennett, Executive Director, Intercultural Communication Institute

“The Intercultural Mind is an invitation to travel mentally and physically. Joseph Shaules is a knowing guide and a shrewd teacher who makes some difficult concepts come alive and dance.”

—Michael Kelly, Professor of French, University of Southampton

“With The Intercultural Mind, Joseph Shaules goes beyond the excellence of his previous books. A much-needed exploration drawing on neuroscience, cultural psychology, and exciting reports from the field.”

—Stefan Meister, Managing Director, intercultures

“A fascinating and important book about understanding cross-culturalism. Lively, well-written, incisive and fun to read. I learned a lot.”

—Robert Whiting, Pulitzer Prize nominee and best-selling author of Tokyo Underworld and You Gotta Have Wa

“Joseph Shaules, well known in academic circles for his work on ‘deep culture’, has written an original and highly readable book which will engage anyone wondering about how they will experience life in another country and culture. He uses research and cases studies to explain such matters as culture shock, stereotyping and in-group/out-group behavior, but the research, and the researchers, are presented in a personalized way which will appeal to the wider public. His particular emphasis on neuroscience and cognitive psychology will however also interest the more specialized reader.”

—Mike Byram, Professor Emeritus University of Durham
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introduction

I love Tuesday afternoons. That’s the day I teach forty international students—from more than fifteen countries—about cultural difference and adapting to life abroad. I say teach, but that’s not quite accurate. There’s already so much global living experience in the room that I am more of a facilitator than a lecturer. Many are study-abroad students living abroad in Japan. Others have international backgrounds—perhaps they moved around the world with their family or have parents from different countries. Some have not traveled much, but aspire to international careers. They share stories about their experiences—cultural surprises, the excitement of foreign places and people, cross-cultural misunderstandings, and the ups and downs of adjustment stress. At the end of each class, I have more energy than when I began.

My students are fortunate. Even a generation or two ago, such international experiences were reserved mostly for the elite. A trip abroad was often considered an adventurous journey to far-away places, and the people living in distant lands were seen as exotic or mysterious. Today, of course, intercultural living is getting more common. As communities become more diverse and interconnected, cross-cultural experiences are becoming the new normal—even for many people who don’t spend much time traveling. We increasingly come into contact with cultural diversity both in our neighborhoods and abroad.

Intercultural living is not, however, always easy. I also work helping expatriate executives, multicultural teams, and companies trying to internationalize. I see first hand that increasing intercultural contact doesn’t automatically produce mutual understanding. Bringing diversity into the room creates discord as often as it creates synergy. I regularly hear complaints about the unreasonable people from country X, Y, or Z, and see that smooth international collaboration is the exception rather than the rule. My Tuesday students often struggle too. They experience culture shock, foreign language difficulties, and trouble making local friends. Some of them hang out mostly with their compatriots and spend more time interacting with electronic devices than with the people in the country they are staying in.

Unfortunately, globalization can contribute to a form of naïve internationalism. I regularly meet highly informed sojourners caught off guard because they take the metaphor of the “global village” a bit too much to heart. They have been educated to believe that “people all over the world are basically the same.” They have read that technology is making the world flat. They have a philosophical commitment to cultural diversity. They feel that they are global citizens. These things, however, sometimes lead them to underestimate how hard it can be to adapt to life in a foreign country, work in a diverse environment, or gain a deep understanding of foreign ways of thinking. Despite increased connectivity and technological advances, cultural misunderstanding, differences in language and culture, ethnic conflict, intolerance, and even genocide are not disappearing anytime soon.

For many global citizens, the word culture has become a way to talk about cultural heritage, customs, or traditions. What they may miss, however, is that culture can also be found in the subtle and taken-for-granted patterns that shape our thinking and acting. The more deeply you involve yourself in foreign cultural communities, the more likely you will be confronted by this deeper cultural difference. This is particularly true where I live in Tokyo—a high-tech, post-modern city with every conceivable convenience. Visitors and foreign residents here find it easy and efficient to use the spotless subways, but still a big challenge to learn Japanese and become something of an insider here. In modern Japan, as in many places around the world, much cultural difference has gone underground.

There are two ways to learn about this deeper side of culture. One is to dive fully into life abroad, immersing yourself in, and adjusting to, everyday living in a foreign environment. There are, of course, some risks. One is that adjustment stresses can catch you off guard. In the pages that follow, for example, we’ll meet sojourners who were surprised and dismayed by the cultural difference they found. But there’s an opposite risk as well. Modern convenience is allowing more and more people to avoid deeper intercultural encounters. It’s possible to spend extended periods away from home without truly immersing oneself in the local community. We may skim the surface of globalized living without noticing the profound differences to be found by exploring at greater depth.

Fortunately, there’s another way to learn about deep cultural difference—one that can help people in both these situations. Recent advances in cognitive neuroscience have started to shed light on questions of culture and mind that are relevant to sojourners. In particular, there has been great progress in understanding the unconscious mind. Long a bastion of psychoanalysis, it is now understood to involve highly complex cognitive processes that shape our experience of the world and influence our behavior in hidden ways. We have understood for some time, of course, that parts of our mind are inaccessible to conscious reflection. What we are now learning, however, is that our ignorance is more profound than we had realized. Of particular interest to me is research from the emerging fields of cultural neuroscience and cultural psychology that examines the hidden influences of culture on how we think, our sense of identity, and our way of making sense of the world. While still in its early stages, insights from such research can be of practical value to sojourners.

This book brings a cognitive perspective to questions of intercultural understanding. Cognitive and cultural neuroscience is providing clues to longstanding puzzles such as: What is cultural shock? How does culture affect our thought processes? Why are we blind to our own cultural conditioning? What is bias? Can cultural difference be measured empirically? What does it mean to have an international mindset? We do not have final answers to these queries, but a cognitive perspective is bringing a new set of empirical tools to bear on them.

Don’t be put off by big words, such as cognitive neuroscience. This is not a technical book that tries to explain, for example, the structure of the brain. Instead, the focus is on the intercultural experience. The study of cognition is, after all, largely an investigation of mental experience. We will learn about mental processes involved in common intercultural experiences, such as the “Oz Moment” sensation of noticing cultural difference abroad, the stresses of culture shock, and our tendency towards bias and ethnocentrism. We’ll see, in a variety of ways, how our thinking is subtly but powerfully affected by culture. The ultimate goal is to help sojourners understand—in a straightforward way—what is going on inside their own minds during foreign experiences. I believe this can help develop a more intercultural mind—an awareness of one’s own cultural conditioning, and a greater ability to understand the cultural worlds of others.

One final word about my Tuesday students. At the beginning of each chapter, you’ll notice brief quotes that they wrote in response to the question: “What advice would you give to someone planning an international experience?” I found their answers original (Don’t judge the gravity. Each planet has its own way of regulating the ecosystem!), heartfelt (It takes a long time to become a bridge person.), and reflective of hard-won insight (Culture learning is blind!). They worked hard to learn from their intercultural experiences, and in sharing their stories with me have helped me explore deep cultural learning. In the process, they have taught me more than they can imagine. Their insights are hard won and deserve a prominent place on the page.
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