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Describing Culture Dialectically

AARON CASTELAN CARGILE California State University,
Long Beach*

Culture is likely both the most and least useful construct that comimunication
scholars employ regularly. Academics and laypersons alike rely on the idea
to make sense of social behavior. For example, nearly everyone understands
the remark, ““it’s a cultural thing’” offered as an explanation for another’s
unrecognizable actions. Yet, when pressed (o clarify what the term means
more precisely, people (including academiics) generally squirm. Attempts
to pin the concept down have met with some success, particularly in guiding
variable analytic study. Despite this however, many of these restricted
definitions do not adequately represent culture as it is widely experienced.
Consequently, we are left to wonder about additional ways of conceptualiz-
ing culture- ways that may benefit communicaton scholars in both research
and pedagogical contexts,

Not long ago, Martin and Nakayama (1999) challenged intercultural
communication researchers 1o draw outside (he box by thinking dialectic-
ally. As they describe, a dialectical perspective involves moving beyond
rigid, paradigmatic thinking to embrace contradictions that appear mutually
exclusive. For example, recognition that culture can be both a useful and
useless concept ar the same time is iself a example of dialectic thought.
In this essay, I take up the challenge to think dialectically about intercultural
communication. Specifically, I argue that in addition to adopting a dialec-
tical perspective in order to integrate various research traditions, as Martin
and Nakayama have done, scholars of intercultural communication may
benefit by thinking dialectically about culture itself

*Author Note: The author would like to thank the editors, Dr. Julia Johnson, and several
anonymous reviewers for their conunents which greatly improved this manuscript.
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