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Teaching and learning about interculturality in communication and 
management 

 
Alexander Frame 

 
 

Abstract 
 
This chapter is based on the author’s experience of designing, setting up and running a 2-year 
English-taught MA programme in intercultural management for international students at the 
University of Burgundy, France. The programme seeks to train the next generation of 
intercultural specialists, with a critical, interpretivist and non-essentialising view of the way 
that individuals use cultures and identities to communicate in organisational settings. Going 
beyond traditional national-level or competence-based approaches to intercultural management, 
it promotes theoretical and practice-based understanding of the communication processes at 
work within organisations, joint ventures or international project teams, rooted in power 
relations, identity and group dynamics, and sensemaking. The chapter outlines three key phases 
in learning about interculturality, which the author considers necessary to foster a complex, 
multi-perspective understanding of the phenomenon. It describes how these three phases and 
the associated paradigms of interculturality shape the design of the MA programme in 
intercultural management, in terms of teaching contents and methods. 
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Introduction 

Although courses about interculturality all around the world ostensibly deal with similar 
questions, there may be considerable differences and divergencies between disciplinary 
perspectives, course objectives, epistemological postures, and so on. These may be related to 
individual differences in the way that scholars understand and position themselves relating to 
the concepts of culture and interculturality, in an interdisciplinary field which is multifaceted 
and in constant evolution, but also to the institutional factors that lead to a course on 
interculturality being offered by a given organisation or higher education institution (HEI). 
From my experience, the reasoning behind a module in intercultural communication being 
offered in a HEI in France is often either linked to a desire to take into account the cultural 
dimension in a related field of study, or to fulfil more-or-less vague objectives of developing 
‘global competences’ among students. What is taught and how it is taught can vary greatly 
depending on institutional requirements and expectations. In the French university system, 
which is traditionally built around compulsory modules with few electives, interculturality is 
more often linked to other questions, and relatively rarely present as an option chosen only by 
interested and motivated students. For instance, within different programmes at my university, 
I currently teach interculturality linked to the localisation of websites and multimedia products, 
interculturality in the context of organising and managing international projects in the Arts, 
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interculturality from the point of view of international public relations, including the ethics of 
stereotyping and how to deal with diverse audiences, and intercultural negotiation skills in the 
light of international commerce in the food and beverages sector.  

Despite the variety of courses for non-specialists, this chapter focuses in particular on a 
specialised programme of study for interculturalists which I set up and currently coordinate at 
the University of Burgundy, France. This 2-year English-taught MA programme in intercultural 
management deals with interculturality from the perspective of communication sciences, and 
applied to questions of management (diversity and inclusion, international projects/teams, 
change management) within organisations. As a programme for specialists, it covers multiple 
perspectives on interculturality, and aims to encourage learners to develop a complex view of 
this phenomenon. The chapter reviews the way in which the programme design can be seen to 
progressively develop this complex, multi-perspective view of interculturality. It is divided into 
three sections, structured around the questions asked by Dervin as main editor and ‘architect’ 
of this book, concerning the way the different chapter authors conceptualise and teach about 
interculturality. The initial section discusses the concept of interculturality from a 
communication studies perspective, as a key to understanding interpersonal communication as 
an intersubjective process linked to sensemaking and identities. This is important insofar as it 
is the vision which underpins the way interculturality is taught in the MA programme. The 
second section addresses the question of how we might “interculturalize interculturality” as 
suggested by Dervin & Jacobsson (2022), and what that might mean in such a context. The 
third section focuses on how this translates into course design in the MA programme, covering 
contents and methods used to teach and learn about interculturality, as well as potential areas 
for development. 

Since the chapter constitutes a personal reflection on how my vision of interculturality shapes 
my teaching practices and this particular course design, I have chosen to use the first person to 
underline my proximity with the subject. The exercise naturally imposes its own limits since 
this self-reflective stance is likely to encourage subjective bias and some degree of self-
justification. My understanding of what goes on in the programme is necessarily only partial, 
given that I teach some but not all of the classes described, and my colleagues do not necessarily 
all share the multi-perspective view of interculturality that I outline here. I am thus describing 
an ideal-theoretical situation which may correspond more or less closely to what actually takes 
place in the classroom. I have been coordinating the MA course for the past 5 years with a 
colleague, David Bousquet, who is a cultural studies scholar. The programme design described 
here reflects the current syllabus, shaped by joint decisions, and my particular rationalisation 
of its contents is necessarily idiosyncratic and partial. The text which follows should be read in 
the light of these limits, as a personal attempt to reflect on my current vision and practice of 
teaching interculturality in the classroom.  

Interculturality from a communication studies perspective 

My conceptualisation of culture and interculturality has evolved over the 25 years I have been 
in the field. In France, in the 1990s, difference-based approaches were dominant, based on 
comparative models imported from English-speaking management scholars such as Hofstede 
or Trompenaars. They existed alongside a ‘French’ school of cross-cultural psychology, linked 
to the French and German Youth Office (OFAJ), with a focus on bias and phenomena based on 



intergroup dynamics (Demorgon, 1989; Ladmiral & Lipiansky, 1989; Lipiansky, 1992)1. My 
own perspective was influenced by my attachment to the field of communication studies, 
meaning that I first approached intercultural communication as one particular form of 
interpersonal communication (Dacheux, 1999), before moving on to think more generally about 
how we use cultures and identities in our everyday encounters. From this perspective, 
interculturality gives us useful insights into interpersonal communication as a process, linked 
to how individuals go about making sense of and with one another, in a given context.  

In the early days of intercultural communication scholarship, emphasis was placed almost 
exclusively on national cultural differences, associated with differences in communication style 
and their supposed negative impact on interpersonal communication between people of 
different nationalities (Romani et al., 2018). However, more recent approaches, sometimes 
described as ‘culture-interactional’ (Spencer-Oatey & Franklin, 2009), rather than placing the 
emphasis less on comparing national cultures (the ‘positivist paradigm’), adopt an 
‘interpretivist’ perspective. They are centred on sensemaking (Weick, 1995) and look at how 
cultural norms, linked to the different identities foregrounded by individuals in their 
interactions, are negotiated, ‘performed’ or ‘emerge’ in given settings (Frame, 2014). Another 
epistemological tradition, linked to cultural studies and social theory, also questions the 
essentialising nature of cultures, looking at the way national and other cultures and identities 
are constructed through discourse and used to maintain or challenge relationships of power and 
status between social groups. The emphasis of these ‘postmodern’ and/or ‘critical’ perspectives 
is not so much how these cultures emerge through interactions, but how they are used to 
maintain social imbalance, often from a postcolonial point of view. Postmodernists tend to 
focus on how national cultural identities are constructed through discourse and grand narratives 
(Romani et al., 2018), sometimes contrasting this with the ambiguity surrounding individuals 
in their interactions in today’s hyperconnected world (Martin, 2004), where they are exposed 
to a variety of cultures and identities, many of which are rooted in digital media (Matthews, 
2000). Critical scholars see their role as challenging power imbalance wherever it may occur, 
by deconstructing cultural discourse and identities (Nakayama & Halualani, 2010; Romani & 
Frame, 2020). The vision I have today is one that I believe I share with other academics who 
can be situated in the interpretivist, postmodern and/or critical schools of thought, linked to 
practice theory. These views are increasingly common, but still do not represent the majority 
of scholars who use the concept. 

From this perspective, cultures are seen not as distinct sets of rules or norms which strictly 
regiment the behaviour of everyone in a particular national group, but rather as “repertoires of 
action” or “tool-kits” (Swidler, 1986) based on anticipated behavioural patterns and routines 
associated with particular social groups, which constitute (partly) shared and meaningful 
expectations of how others might behave and expect us to behave. We all have multiple 
identities and, along with these identities, multiple repertoires and sets of expectations which 
we can use in our interactions. These identities are not only national, but may be professional, 
regional, generational, ethnic, family, religious, organisational, or related to many other types 
of social groupings (Frame & Boutaud, 2010). They may be transnational and mediatised 
(Hepp, 2015), focused on artefacts or areas of interest, such as pop cultures linked to music, 
television series, video games, or sports. In this way as a communications scholar, I see all 
situations of interpersonal communication as intercultural, because we all use cultural 

 
1 Interestingly, this research from the 1980s already touched on many of the questions which have recently been 
foregrounded through neuroscience approaches to interculturality, although the latter do not currently refer to the 
earlier French-language scholarship. 



references from multiple sources in our interactions, including when there is no apparent 
international dimension. 

This is a slightly different approach to that found in mainstream media, social and even much 
academic discourse, in which something flagged as ‘intercultural’ is usually identified as 
encompassing difference, typically national difference, and as being a source of 
misunderstandings, tensions and potential conflict. While it is important to take this popular 
representation of interculturality into account in our understanding of the way people relate to 
one another, my own perspective is a more positive one (Barmeyer & Franklin, 2016), building 
on the symbolic interactionist perspective (Blumer, 1969; Stryker, 1980) and more specifically 
on Identity Theory (Burke et al., 2003; Burke & Stets, 2009; Stryker & Burke, 2000). Our 
different identities and cultural repertoires provide us with tools for understanding one another 
and behaving in an understandable way, as we negotiate and perform our shared references in 
our interactions. They constitute the building blocks of meaning that we use to make sense of 
and for specific individuals, in a given situation, taking into account their identities and the 
interactional context (Frame, 2012). This does not have to be consensual or cooperative: I can 
also use my cultural knowledge to insult someone, resist or oppose them, but it is always done 
by taking the other into account.  

When intercultural ‘problems’, ‘conflicts’ or ‘crises’ are pointed to, I often find it useful to shift 
the focus from cultures to identities. Where cultures are the sources of potentially-shared 
representations which facilitate communication, identities can be used to divide people into 
groups, ‘us and them’, often to try and maintain an advantage for one’s own group. This can be 
in terms of self-esteem (“we’re better than they are”) or in order to stigmatise the others and try 
to maintain them in a position of (social, symbolic, economic, political…) inferiority: they are 
not equal to us, and so do not deserve equal treatment, access to resources, etc. Culture often 
has very little to do with this, except being used as a pretext to try and justify the stigmatisation, 
with the underlying idea that people are prisoners of their ‘culture’, that they cannot evolve, 
that they are somehow different in the essence of who they are. As a scholar, I try to combat 
these ‘solid’, ‘essentialising’ conceptions of culture. While I realise and recognise that they 
reflect how we often tend to think about our fellow humans, by putting them into groups and 
considering these groups through certain typical, even stereotypical, traits, I believe that it is 
dangerous for humankind, when scholars, the media, politicians or whoever, encourage the idea 
that we are fundamentally different from one another.  

I believe that this is a particularly topical and important question, since social media have 
considerably reinforced the fragmentation and polarisation of the public sphere over the last 20 
years. We now tend to be exposed, through the work of algorithms, to people who express 
similar opinions to us. Social media rarely show us views opposing our own, since this would 
arguably reduce engagement and user satisfaction. This leads to fragmentation and our 
unopposed opinions becoming more radical, by being shared only with like-minded people in 
the digital public sphere. In the 20th century, people in societies were generally exposed to a 
much smaller range of more mainstream media influences, through a limited number of 
terrestrial television channels, newspapers, or radio stations. Now it is easy with social media 
to find groups of people sharing and encouraging extreme views, whether political, religious, 
racial, or whatever (Kaluža, 2021). This media landscape, or digital media logic (Altheide, 
2013), appears to be creating new types of ‘cultural bubbles’ within societies, by promoting 



opposing world views, isolating connected online groups algorithmically in a way not dissimilar 
to the geographical isolation responsible for cultural differentiation in a previous era.2 

In the last few years, I have found myself in situations where I have been faced with someone 
with whom I feel I am not able to find intellectual common ground, because our world views 
are markedly different on a particular question. This is not ‘interculturality’ in the international 
sense or the ‘ethnic’ one. These are people with whom I share many vectors of socialisation: 
we live nearby, have a similar income, are of a similar age, speak the same language, etc., but 
have such different political views, for example, that it appears impossible to find any shared 
intellectual starting point from which we can begin building a consensus on the topic. I would 
argue that this phenomenon runs more deeply than heartfelt differences of opinion, which have 
always existed, as have newspapers with their politically-oriented readerships. ‘Algorithmic 
isolation’ leads to contrasting ‘factual representations of the world which underpin these 
differences of opinion, and in the ‘post-truth’ era (Keyes, 2004; Lewandowsky et al., 2017), 
‘fact’ becomes the object not so much of debate as of belief. Affinity and affect have replaced 
the Habermassian ideal of deliberation, fuelled by polarised social media posts and conspiracy 
theories (Brachotte et al., forthcoming), where everyone and no one is recognised as an ‘expert’. 
In reference to the earlier discussion of cultures, the building blocks upon which we might 
construct a common vision do not, in such cases, seem to fit together. I believe that this is a 
new form of interculturality, where the word takes on its full meaning. If we are to address this 
as scholars, we need to stop thinking about cultures solely as unified national blocks, or 
monoliths. 

While such ‘new’ forms of interculturality are often not recognised as such, there is also a risk 
that academic discourse promoting a more fluid vision of cultures and interculturality also 
misses its target when it comes to analysing the influence of national and other cultures which 
are more often identified and labelled as such in everyday interactions. After spending several 
years trying to widen students’ perspectives beyond the national level of culture, I have also 
come to realise that this perspective is not sufficient in itself, since it risks ignoring the social 
context in which discourse about interculturality is being produced. It is true that macro-level 
generalisations cannot be applied directly on the microsocial level because they ignore the way 
people actually communicate and adapt to one another, based on the identities, groups or 
categories which they ascribe to one another. However, this same social categorisation, which 
is fundamental to the way people relate to each other, is often based on cultural differences as 
a social construct. People see each other as belonging to different national, religious, ethnic, 
generational groups, etc., generally linked to more-or-less stereotyped representations of those 
groups, based on more-or-less fantasized or realistic behavioural patterns which are seen to 
constitute social norms in those groups. As such, the representations that “Germans behave like 
this” or “Young people behave like that”, however factually and contextually inaccurate they 
may turn out to be, are part of our expectations of individuals we assign to social groups 
different to our own, and may shape our behaviour towards them and the way we interpret what 
they say and do. Critical approaches to cross-cultural communication and management have 
also underlined the way in which these differences may be constructed strategically, in order to 
seek to perpetuate or to challenge power differentials between ingroups and outgroups (Dervin 
& Machart, 2015a; Nakayama & Halualani, 2010; Primecz et al., 2016). Another challenge 
today is thus to take into account this discourse around national and other cultures, the 

 
2 In reality, several forms of cultural differentiation are involved in this process: exposure to a limited set of 
representations, but also pressures linked to ingroup and outgroup differentiation. 



consciousness of ‘interculturality’ which changes the frame of analysis (Frame, 2015) and to 
understand how this also affects the way people relate to one another.  

When it comes to teaching and learning about interculturality, this vision has led me to 
distinguish 3 phases through which learners can usefully be accompanied, in order to gradually 
build up a complex understanding of the phenomenon. These can also be indexed on the four 
research paradigms in cross-cultural management identified by Laurence Romani and her 
colleagues (Romani et al., 2018). The three phases, which will be further developed and applied 
to intercultural management in a later section, are summarized in table 1:  

Phase Paradigm Type of understanding 

1: Decentring Positivist 

Overcoming ethnocentrism and learning about 
potential macro-level cultural differences between 
social groups as a shared source of predictability in 
interpersonal communication. 

2: Fluidifying Interpretivist 

Learning about the negotiation of cultures and identities 
in contextualised, micro-level interactions: the 
emergent dimension of cultures as intersubjective 
processes. 

3: Re-categorising 
Postmodern, 
Critical 

Taking into account representations of other social 
groups as discursive constructs impacting behaviour 
and understanding, related to intergroup dynamics and 
power differentials. 

Table 1: Three phases of learning about interculturality 

Interculturalizing interculturality 

Although these three phases of learning about interculturality aim to gradually complexify the 
learners’ understanding of the phenomenon, we could argue that they do not go very far in 
‘interculturalizing interculturality’, as Dervin and Jacobsson (2022) and the editors of this 
collective volume invite us to do. On one level of understanding, this expression invites scholars 
to try to overcome a traditional ‘Western-centric’ focus in the field of intercultural 
communication education. It is highly paradoxical that this should be necessary in a field which 
is supposed to reflect on how to better take into account diversity. As an English-speaking 
scholar who has grown up and lived all my life in Western Europe, I understand and appreciate 
the need to avoid adopting a solely ‘Western’ approach to interculturality, in order to try to 
engage with other perspectives and other voices. It is something that I strive to promote when 
designing courses about interculturality. From a scientific standpoint, however, this is no simple 
feat, since it would entail a major upheaval of the current sociological structures of scholarship: 
peer-reviewed journals, criteria for funding allocation, publication-based criteria for 
recruitment, promotion, etc. The sociology of international academia not only uses English as 
a lingua franca but tends to reinforce the expression of Western views and ideas through its 
implicit or explicit editorial norms and the peer-review process. Non-Western scholars often 
have their work reviewed by ‘peers’ from the West who collaborate with scientific journals, 
and as a result find themselves having to compose with Western terms, concepts and references 
in order to ‘improve’ their work to reach the ‘international standard’ required to have it 
published in these journals which are taken as references for the international scientific 
community. They may themselves feel obliged to ‘prove their credentials’ by respecting these 



unquestioned norms in their writing, twisting and adapting it to fit into the Western 
epistemological mould.3  

The project to make audible other voices and perspectives in the field of interculturality is thus 
a very necessary one. But to succeed it would require far more than an affirmative-action-style 
approach foregrounding scholars of non-Western national origins. Indeed, it is important to 
avoid the other extreme, which would result in essentialising views of interculturality based on 
the national or ethnic origin of the person speaking. This is reminiscent of situations in which 
anti-essentialist, fluid approaches to interculturality meet the preservationist heterocentrism4 of 
cultural studies. On the one hand, an anti-essentialist, laisser-faire attitude can lead to the most 
powerful groups imposing hegemonic cultural norms to the point of excluding diverse voices. 
This is arguably the case currently in the field of intercultural communication. On the other 
hand, a posture of anti-anti-essentialism (Gilroy, 1993) can result in pressures to (artificially) 
preserve a supposed cultural ‘purity’ – itself a very utopian, essentialising idea – with the risk 
of inventing or promoting voices for the sake of their supposed (constructed) difference. I 
believe that we can collectively make progress on this if we have a dose of sensitivity to issues 
of power and privilege, and if we can raise awareness of the underlying Western-centric 
normativity of the field, by publicly discussing questions such as those raised by Dervin and 
Yuan (e.g. Dervin & Yuan, 2021).  

I also believe that ‘Interculturalizing interculturality should not just be about national cultures 
or transnational cultures associated with regions of the globe such as the West, the East, the 
Global South, and so on. We should also think about all of the other cultures which affect the 
way we communicate. As a communication studies scholar, my main focus remains on the way 
people actively use cultures and identities to try and make sense of one another and for one 
another. These cultures and identities are numerous and cover both what Adrian Holliday calls 
‘small cultures’ (Holliday, 2000; Holliday et al., 2016) and larger ones. When thinking about 
organisations, for example, it is important to put into the equation the influence of 
organisational cultures, professional cultures, local departmental cultures, communities of 
practice, and so on. When we communicate, depending on the situation and how well we know 
one another, we may also draw on our family cultures, our religious cultures, cultures linked to 
our leisure activities and interests, to our friendship groups and political ideas. As outlined 
previously, we may encounter very different world views even with people with whom we share 
very similar sociological profiles, due to ‘algorithmic isolation’. ‘Interculturalizing 
interculturality’ can thus also be about challenging dominant representations by multiplying the 
disciplinary and epistemological perspectives on interculturality, bringing all of these elements 
into the frame, in order to better understand the way that interculturality functions as a 
phenomenon, shaping and shaped by our communication.  

Teaching about interculturality applied to communication and management 

 
3 Even when identified as a French scholar, I have received negative reviews for a proposed text in English, 
claiming that my work on political communication in France uses predominantly French references whose “quality 
cannot be verified” (presumably meaning that the reviewer does not have this competence). The reviewer also 
stated that “a simple Google Scholar search of the keywords shows multiple references in English which are not 
acknowledged in the text”, and proceeded to list a few examples of these important English-language references, 
including one of my own books! 
4 Jonas Stier reminds us of the dangers of exoticising “heterocentrism” (the obsession with difference) and 
“xenocentrism” (the obsession with the Other) in the field of intercultural communication (Stier, 2010). 



This section discusses how I seek to apply the three phases of teaching and learning about 
interculturality, introduced in table 1 to the MA course in intercultural management at the 
University of Burgundy5. The course is taught face to face over two years to a group of around 
15 graduate students recruited internationally and coming from all parts of the world. As an 
English-taught ‘international master’s’ degree, students pay a specific annual course fee of 
4000€. Typically, students joining the course have a degree in the liberal arts, which they have 
either completed recently or prior to 5 to 10 years of professional experience. Some have 
previous knowledge of the classic theories of interculturality, and several years of working 
internationally, while others are moving into a more-or-less unfamiliar field. Their stated aims 
when choosing this course are typically to increase their soft skills linked to interculturality and 
to obtain a diploma allowing them to begin working or move on in their career in the fields of 
international project management, diversity and inclusion, intercultural training or coaching, 
global mobility, international HR or international marketing, among others. 

The programme is composed of four semesters of study. The first two semesters, lasting 13 
weeks each, take place in Dijon. It is over the course of this first year of study that the concept 
of interculturality is discussed from different perspectives, encouraging the students to build up 
a complex view of the phenomenon. The second year is dedicated to a specialisation through 
study abroad in a partner university in semester 3, a short semester 4 in Dijon and a 4-to-5-
month internship. The exchange semester typically allows the students to concentrate on and 
specialise in a particular area of the course, such as critical interculturality, culture and area 
studies, business and management, geopolitics or migration studies, as well as improving their 
language skills in the language of the host country. The 7-week long fourth semester is 
dedicated to finalising the 2-year MA thesis, French language certification, some optional 
specialisation subjects and guest lectures. It ends with the long internship which gives the 
students a chance to apply what they have learnt in an organisational setting, build their CV 
through practical experience and frequently to move directly into employment in the same 
organisation at the end of the course.  

The MA programme is coordinated by two full-time academics (myself and David Bousquet) 
and taught jointly by a team of around 40, composed of academics (≈40%: approximately half 
from the University of Burgundy and half from other universities), teachers (≈30%, typically 
for language classes) and professionals working in the field (≈30%). The ICM programme is 
structured around three pillars: interculturality, language teaching and management. Although 
the cultural dimension underlies all of these, I will concentrate in this chapter on the way that 
we teach interculturality in particular. However, regarding the other parts of the course, one of 
the difficulties we have encountered as course coordinators is to manage the different 
perspectives on interculturality among the teaching staff, and namely the uncritical positivist 
approaches of many non-specialist teachers and academics who teach classes on languages or 
various aspects of management, approaches which are shared by some established intercultural 
trainers. We discuss perspectives on interculturality when recruiting new staff members, and 
explain the critical and complex approach which the course as a whole presents to the students, 
in the hope that teachers adapt to or adopt this. However, where they are not familiar with such 
perspectives, and if they see their subject as only indirectly related to interculturality, they do 
not necessarily embrace this complexity. In such cases, depending at what point in the 2 years 
their class takes place, the students can be quite vocal in underlining what they have come to 

 
5 https://blog.u-bourgogne.fr/mastericm/about-us/. Page accessed on 29/07/2022. 



see as the limits of sweeping national-level generalisations, and quite critical towards the classes 
in question.  

The classes specifically dealing with interculturality can be more-or-less closely associated with 
the three phases of learning about interculturality identified above (table 1) and with the four 
paradigms listed by Romani and colleagues (Romani et al., 2018). They are presented in this 
way in table 2. 

Phase Paradigm(s) Class Hours Semester 

1: Decentring Positivist 
Introduction to Intercultural 
Communication  

12 1 

1: Decentring Positivist Culture Shock and Mobility  10 + 8 1 + 2 
1: Decentring Positivist Culture and Area studies  6 + 6 1 + 2 

1: Decentring 
Positivist, 
Postmodern 

Cultural Differences Seminar  12 + 12 2 + 4 

2: Fluidifying 
Interpretivist, 
Critical 

Managing Diversity  10 1 

2: Fluidifying 
Interpretivist, 
Postmodern, 
Critical 

Anthropology & Ethnography  6 2 

2: Fluidifying 
Interpretivist, 
Postmodern, 
Critical 

Cultures in Organisations  6 2 

2: Fluidifying Interpretivist Interpersonal Communication 8 2 
3: Re-
categorising 

Postmodern, 
Critical 

Intercultural Communication 
Theory 

12 2 

3: Re-
categorising 

Interpretivist, 
Postmodern, 
Critical 

Intercultural Management 12 2 

3: Re-
categorising 

Interpretivist, 
Postmodern, 
Critical 

Thesis seminar 12 + 12 2 + 4 

Table 2: The three phases of learning about interculturality in the ICM MA course 

 

Decentring the intercultural gaze 

The course begins with what I have described as the ‘decentring phase’. This involves 
difference-based approaches aiming to overcome ethnocentrism and deals with material 
covered in the majority of intercultural communication training courses, focusing on macro-
level, collective representations, and the differences between national groups. The ‘Introduction 
to Intercultural Communication’ class covers definitions of the key concepts and the main 
theories and models in the field, both comparative and more communication-based (including 
Anxiety and Uncertainty Management Theory and Communication Accommodation Theory, 
as well as the Development Model of Intercultural Sensitivity, Acculturation theory, culture 
shock, etc.). This is done to ensure that students are aware of these key references, and to begin 
a more critical discussion of them, situating the models in their epistemological tradition and 
underlining their limits and biases. One two-hour session is dedicated to the Hofstede model, 
covering the dimensional model itself, and criticism of it. In general, the classes use the ‘flipped 



learning’ model: students are given reading to do before class, and then this is discussed during 
class, linked to slides and group exercises. The class also involves debates on underlying 
questions, which the students prepare and perform in teams: universalism vs particularism 
applied to culture, and the social vs biological definitions of the concept of race.  

Alongside this introductory module, taught over the first 6 weeks of semester 1, the ‘Culture 
Shock and Mobility’ class gives the students a chance to act as trainers for other students 
interested in interculturality. They are invited to plan and facilitate 5 online workshops designed 
to encourage non-specialist students to think about interculturality, in order to help the latter 
prepare for study mobility in a partner university. The classes are devoted to helping the ICM 
students plan their workshops, and then to debriefing and troubleshooting. They are thus 
required to think from a trainer’s perspective about how other students approach cultures, and 
how they can moderate sessions on interculturality. The classes in the second semester go 
further in thinking about how to develop non-essentialist approaches to cultures through 
training, as well as having the ICM students film and work on their moderation techniques.  

The ‘Culture and Area studies’ classes were a later addition to the ICM programme, 
corresponding to a repeated request from the students to learn more about specific ‘cultural 
zones’. Originally, as programme coordinators, we did not wish to include anything so 
potentially essentialising, especially given the limited amount of class time which could 
reasonably be devoted to this. The teachers are academic or professional ‘specialists’ of 
different geographical zones (Africa, Australasia, China, India, the Middle East…) who are 
encouraged to present in a non-essentialising way, moving between national-level and other 
types of important social groupings (religious, ethnic, professional…) which can form the basis 
of meaningful identifications for individuals in the regions concerned. This ‘area studies’ 
approach in the first two semesters is completed with the ‘Cultural Differences Seminar’ in 
semesters 2 and 4. The second-year students are invited to present various national cultures to 
the first years, based on their experiences abroad during the exchange semester, but also their 
personal experiences of growing up and living in different countries. They are encouraged to 
present macro-level differences while remaining sensitive to the generalising nature of the 
exercise, resulting from individual rationalisation and sense-making, and to underline the limits 
of such generalisations, apparent contradictions, confusions, and situations in which behaviour 
observed could not be explained by such projected regularities. Given that the students base 
their accounts on their own experiences and refer to the multiple identities which may become 
salient, as well as focusing on the inherent ambiguity they may encounter, I consider that this 
class alternates between the positivist and the postmodern paradigms, thus opening onto more 
complex conceptualisations of cultures and identities. 

The marked shift away from more simplistic positivist approaches since the 1990s, because of 
their potentially essentialising nature, raises the question of whether we should (still) be 
teaching and learning about them today. However, given the continued importance of the 
positivist approach to interculturality in social and media discourse in general, I could not 
imagine not including it in the course: I believe that students need to be aware of the models 
and theories, as well as their limits, and they need to learn how to deal with people who do 
define interculturality through the prism of imagined national cultural differences. Others might 
feel that the vicious circle needs to be broken completely, though personally I would find it 
hard to imagine specialists of interculturality who were not somewhat familiar with these 
approaches. However, I feel strongly that interculturality should not be about strengthening 
perceptions of difference, any more than it should be about denying these perceptions, which 
are very common and which affect our behaviour towards one another. What is needed is a 



greater degree of complexity: understanding that the supposed macro-level distinctions are a 
necessary part of interpersonal communication, alongside other identities, and taking them into 
account as such. 

Fluidifying approaches to cultures and identities 

The second phase in learning about interculturality thus aims to shift the perspective from 
macro-level similarities and differences to the micro-level processes which govern the way we 
use different cultures in our communication to make sense of ourselves and others. In the ICM 
course, we do this through various classes which introduce the interpretivist, but also the critical 
and postmodern paradigms. Since Diversity, Equity and Inclusion (DE&I) is about managing 
different identities and cultures within an organisation, the class on “Managing Diversity”, 
taught in the first semester, already addresses intergroup dynamics, power and privilege and 
raises the question of how we take into account our multiple, intersectional identities and 
cultures in our behaviour towards one another6. It is thus a first approach in the programme to 
these questions, paving the way for more intensive discussions of the underlying processes in 
the second semester.  

The second semester classes begin with an introduction to ‘Anthropology and Ethnography’, 
which is then developed through a semester-long research seminar and project in which the 
students carry out participant observation and ethnographic analysis. Unlike the seminar, the 
introductory classes figure in table 2 because the associated reading and discussions centre on 
deconstructing the concept of culture. Starting from discussions in the field of anthropology, 
the students are introduced to critical literature on culture, which questions both its use and its 
usefulness as a concept. They are invited to debate this collectively and to position themselves 
both for and against the continued use of the term, in the light of discussions of liquid and solid 
approaches to cultures. This in turn underlines the need to conceptualise communication in 
terms of multiple identities, multiple levels of common expectations (cultures), and the 
interpersonal contexts in which we communicate. It introduces discussions of small cultures 
and cultures as building blocks, repertoires or tool-boxes.  

These subjects are then picked up first in the class on ‘Cultures in Organisations’, and then in 
‘Interpersonal Communication’. The former deals with the multiple identities and cultures 
which are found in any organisational context, their interplay through interactions and the 
‘negotiated cultures’ (Brannen & Salk, 2000) which result from sensemaking processes in 
everyday working situations (Weick, 1995). It explicitly introduces the postmodern paradigm 
with reference to work by Joanne Martin (1992, 2004), as well as critical approaches to national 
identifications in the context of joint ventures or international projects, from cross-cultural 
management literature (Van den Ende & Van Marrewijk, 2015; Ybema & Byun, 2009). The 
‘Interpersonal Communication’ class uses a symbolic interactionist perspective to explain the 
way that we employ different identities and cultural references in our everyday interactions, 
and introduces the ‘semiopragmatics model of communication’ (Frame, 2012) as a way of 
thinking about interculturality by articulating macro-level and micro-level perspectives. 

 
6 The topic is clearly increasing in importance in organisations in general, spreading from North America to other 
parts of the world. I believe that this reflects the growing importance of identities and identification in society in 
general, which has been underlined by sociologists for many years (Bauman, 2011; Featherstone, 1995; Weber, 
1905). But it is also a less essentialist way of framing interculturality, which recognises the discursive, identity-
based nature of perceived difference, and relates this to questions of management. As such, I see it as a key area 
of development for interculturalists. 



Re-categorising perceptions in the light of intergroup dynamics 

The third phase of learning about interculturality concerns the need to take into account social 
discourse and people’s beliefs about interculturality itself. This involves coming to terms with 
what Fred Dervin calls the ‘simplexity’ (see Dervin, 2016; Dervin & Gross, 2016) of the 
concept: even if culture is complex, people don’t tend to see it that way, and use various identity 
labels in a ‘solid’, essentialising and thus simple fashion. One of the keys to understanding this 
and including it in analyses of interculturality is to pay attention to the way cultures are 
constructed in discourse: “they are doing things that way, because it is their culture”, “they are 
not respecting our traditions and values”, etc., whoever ‘they’ and ‘we’ happen to be in the 
circumstances. Critical scholars have shown how this process of rationalising behaviour in 
cultural terms, thereby using ‘cultures’ as a pretext, as an excuse, can lead us to manipulate 
identities to try to keep others out, to maintain privilege, to stigmatise, or to assert our rights 
(Dervin & Machart, 2015b; Holliday, 2015).  

In the ICM course, many of these ideas are introduced within the discussions of the interpretivist 
approach: thinking about the way that cultures are negotiated and multiple identities are taken 
into account in interactions also tends to spur reflections on which identities are being used in 
a given context, and how, which in turn leads to considerations of power relations and 
intergroup dynamics. Many of the aforementioned classes thus also deal with these questions. 
However, other classes go more deeply into the specifics of power and privilege. ‘Intercultural 
Communication Theory’ deals with postcolonial and cultural studies approaches to 
interculturality, from a textual point of view where power is often mediated through language, 
but also gives students a chance to explore and discuss the links between interculturality and 
the algorithms which shape today’s digital public sphere. ‘Intercultural Management’ combines 
critical approaches to cross-cultural management, in the form of case studies looking at how 
inequality and discrimination are created and perpetuated in the workplace through language 
and organisational structures, and discussions of working practices in virtual teams and how to 
avoid potential problems stemming from inequalities linked to the online medium. Finally, the 
thesis seminars in both the first and second years (semesters 2 and 4), plus the individual thesis 
tuition throughout the course, deal with both methodological and theoretical questions, aiming 
to help students avoid the traps of methodological determinism and apply multiple perspectives 
to their research questions.  

In the case of a programme such as ICM, which caters for specialists, sufficient time is available 
to develop in-depth understanding of these different perspectives, through a variety of 
pedagogical activities. These include interactive discussions of readings, theories and ideas, 
relating them where possible to students’ own experiences, or to videos, role plays or games 
designed to simulate the phenomena in question. What can be interesting is not just the exercises 
themselves, but the vision of interculturality that they implicitly portray. For example, as well 
as shorter exercises on stereotyping or group dynamics, I use both a version of the intercultural 
training game ‘Barnga’ and an exercise in ‘intercultural negotiation’ which I ask the students 
to review critically once completed, taking into account different perspectives on 
interculturality. Moreover, repetition is important. As described above, the fact that different 
subjects cover complementary topics and perspectives, that students are able to make links 
between cases seen in different classes and with different colleagues, helps reinforce their grasp 
on and confidence in using the various models in new contexts. Having the students carry out 
ethnographic research themselves over an extended period shapes and sharpens the way they 
consider social phenomena. Having them keep a journal for self-reflection on the different 



identities they use, and when and how they use them, helps raise awareness of otherwise 
implicit social phenomena.  

However, as mentioned previously, such courses for specialists are relatively scarce and do not 
represent the majority of teaching about interculturality. MA programmes in other countries are 
often less ‘tubular’ than they are in France, with less compulsory modules. Classes for non-
specialists often leave teachers and learners considerably less time in which to develop a 
complex understanding of the phenomenon. In this domain, a little knowledge can be 
counterproductive if it leads to reinforcing stereotypes or representations of difference. In a 
short time-frame, it is challenging to complete the three phases of learning about 
interculturality, and even if this is possible, the lack of time may limit the effectiveness of such 
teaching.  Indeed, it is important for students to be able to think about, discuss extensively and 
apply the different paradigms to different examples in order to truly assimilate them and be able 
to themselves employ or propose multiple perspectives in a given situation (Kokkonen et al., 
forthcoming).  

Conclusion 

The current period is a particularly critical one for teaching and learning about interculturality. 
Societal debates (or the lack thereof) about immigration, cultural appropriation, wokism, cancel 
culture, diversity, equity and inclusion, or the side-effects of the digital revolution on the way 
cultural knowledge and references circulate online, are all hot topics for interculturalists. 
Although the field has been encountering what some scholars have described as ‘theoretical 
turbulence’ (Poutiainen, 2014), this has largely not filtered beyond the closed doors of 
academia: in the media but also among many professional trainers, positivist approaches to 
interculturality remain dominant, with a quasi-exclusive focus on national cultures and cultural 
differences, and often little concern for how the term ‘culture’ is used as a concept.  

Although this context makes it harder to think outside the box and to apply complex approaches 
to better understand the phenomenon commonly described as interculturality, this is exactly the 
challenge for the next generation of thinkers and citizens of the world. They need to be able to 
contextualise and question overly-simplistic implicit models, to be aware of multiple identities, 
of negotiated cultures, and of the way these structure our communication in particular contexts, 
and also of power issues and the way cultural identities can be instrumentalised through 
discourse. They should develop the capacity to bring new perspectives to societal debates 
centred on culture or identity-related phenomena, contributing to these debates with a balanced 
and critical view.  

The three phases of learning about interculturality outlined here can help learners achieve a 
sufficient degree of competency in applying various perspectives to analyse phenomena 
described as ‘intercultural’ in an appropriate and complex way. The discussion of the MA 
programme in intercultural management at the University of Burgundy illustrates how we have 
sought to implement these three phases through the programme design7. Despite the fact that 
the three phases aim to develop the complexity of learners’ understanding of interculturality, it 
is important that teaching about the topic does not become excessively theoretical and abstract. 

 
7 Since different learners react differently to the teaching materials and activities proposed, and given the fact that 
the programme involves multiple teaching staff, who may all have slightly different conceptions of and ways of 
teaching about the different perspectives, the programme design may differ somewhat from its execution and from 
what different learners actually take away from it. Since these elements were beyond the scope of this chapter, and 
would naturally require further investigation, no claims are being made about the programme’s actual impact. 



As far as possible, teachers should seek to combine the conceptual and the practical, bringing 
in practice-based teaching postures and experiential learning, as a complement to readings and 
abstract discussions8. However, it is important not to propose exoticizing activities with no 
conceptual depth, designed simply to highlight difference. This can be a particular risk in 
shorter courses for non-specialists, notably with an international group of participants. 
Activities should be designed to encourage learners to engage with the ideas being discussed, 
and the limits of the activities themselves can also be a topic of conversation. Ideally, 
discussions should allow learners to make links with ongoing societal debates or current affairs, 
applying different perspectives to these. Many media texts relating to questions of immigration, 
politics, foreign travel, etc. make cultural or identity-based distinctions, and it can be interesting 
to question the vision of interculturality which shapes them.  

In terms of its necessary societal impact, the field of interculturality still faces several major 
challenges to overcome in the next few years. Through the courses we teach, we should try to 
dispel the widespread (mis)conception that reduces interculturality to national cultures and to 
difference. It should not be about glamourising folklore and traditions, reinforcing the idea that 
we all belong in our own boxes. ‘Interculturalizing’ the field itself will involve overcoming the 
Western-centric stance, as well as the sole focus on national differences, while avoiding the risk 
of conceptual relativism and essentialising exoticism. ‘Algorithmic isolation’ and the 
fragmentation of the online public sphere are remapping social structures along affinity-based 
lines, leading to new and unanticipated representational divides in society, which can usefully 
be analysed in terms of identities and cultural references. Finally, critical approaches and 
complexity require considerably more cognitive engagement than stereotypes and 
generalisations. This makes it all the more important that we find appropriate methods and 
learning activities to ensure that the (critical) courses we teach about interculturality have a 
significant impact on learners, so that they themselves then become the multipliers of these 
ideas and help redefine the way we talk about these important questions in society as a whole. 
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